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Date:  October 12, 2011 
 
To: Delaware Justice Reinvestment Task Force 
 
Subject: Risk and Needs Assessments 
 
From:  Vera Institute of Justice, Center on Sentencing and Corrections 
 
In response to the requests of the Delaware Justice Reinvestment Task Force, this memorandum 
provides a national overview of offender assessment in the criminal justice system. The 
memorandum is organized as follows: 
 

! Part I begins by providing context for the risk and needs assessment, summarizing the 
core principles underlying evidence-based practice in order to explain why assessment is 
essential to effective approaches to supervision.  

! Part II gives a brief history of offender assessments, highlighting the more recent 
inclusion of assets and strengths into the assessment of offender behavior.  

! Part III details the results of a survey national survey conducted by the Vera Institute of 
Justice of the use of assessment instruments by community supervision agencies and 
releasing authorities.  

! Part IV provides an overview of current assessment instruments used in the adult criminal 
justice system.  

! Part V explains the validation process. 
! Part VI summarizes the various points in the criminal justice system at which assessment 

can be used.  
! Appendix A is a Chart of Common Assessment Tools. 
! Appendix B consists of examples of pretrial assessment instrument. 
! Appendix C is a resource list, for further reading. 

 
I. WHY ASSESS? THE RISK, NEED AND RESPONSIVITY PRINCIPLES 
 
For many years, criminal justice practice was based primarily on normative ideas and principles. 
Now, with the benefit of decades of research, there exists strong, empirically-based knowledge 
of how to reduce recidivism. Collectively, this research has led to the development of evidence-
based practices, which are rooted in several key principles, including assessing actuarial risk, 
enhancing intrinsic motivation, and targeting interventions.  
 
The foundation of good correctional practice is the administration of a validated risk and needs 
assessment tool. Correctional risk assessment instruments measure the probability that a person 
will reoffend based on actuarial (statistical) information. Needs assessments identify 
criminogenic factors (i.e., the factors linked to criminal behavior) and provide the basis for how 
supervision, programming, and interventions should be structured to meet those needs. 
Objective, research-based information has resulted in improved decision-making throughout the 
criminal justice system, leading to reductions in recidivism and increased public safety.  
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Underlying the development of evidence-based practices in the criminal justice system are the 
risk, need, and responsivity principles. These principles speak to who should be treated, what 
should be treated and how to treat.  
 
Risk principle: who to target. The risk principle directs that, for the greatest impact on 
recidivism, the majority of services and interventions should be directed toward higher-risk 
individuals. “High-risk” refers to those people with a higher probability of reoffending; low-risk 
people are those with prosocial attributes and a low chance of reoffending. Research 
demonstrates that placing low-risk people in more intensive programs can often increase their 
failure rates, resulting in recidivism. Placing those who are low-risk in intensive programming or 
supervision interrupts support or self-correcting behaviors that are already in place. It also 
exposes low-risk offenders to high-risk offenders, who may negatively influence low-risk 
individuals’ thinking and behavior.  
 
Need principle: what to target. The need principle states that correctional treatment should be 
focused on criminogenic factors—those needs that are directly linked to crime-producing 
behavior. Extensive research on recidivism among the general criminal population has identified 
a set of factors that are most associated with criminal behavior. Table 1 summarizes the primary 
criminogenic needs and their indicators.  

 
Table 1: Major Criminogenic Need Factors1 

 
Major Need Factor Indicators 

History of anti-social behavior Early and continuing involvement in antisocial acts in a variety of 
settings 

Antisocial personality Impulsive, adventurous pleasure seeking, weak self-control, restlessly 
aggressive 

Antisocial attitudes Rationalizations for crime, negative attitudes towards the law, 
resentment and defiance 

Antisocial associates Criminal friends, isolation from prosocial others 

Family/marital relationships Inappropriate parental monitoring and disciplining, poor family 
relationships 

School and/or work Poor performance, low levels of satisfaction 
Leisure and/or recreation Lack of involvement in prosocial recreational/leisure activities 
Substance abuse Abuse of alcohol and/or drugs 
 
Responsivity principle: how to target. The responsivity principle refers to the delivery of 
treatment programs in a manner that is consistent with the ability and learning style of the client. 
For example, some people respond to written material, others to oral material; some may have 
learning disorders and serious mental illnesses.  Treatment should be delivered in a manner 
tailored to each offender’s abilities and interventions should be based on behavioral strategies, 
including cognitive-behavioral, skill building, or social learning.  
 

                                                 
1 Table adapted from James Bonta & D.A. Andrews, “Risk-Need-Responsivity Model for Offender Assessment and 
Rehabilitation,” Public Safety Canada, 2007. 
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II. HISTORY OF OFFENDER ASSESSMENT 
 
Until the 1970s, the assessment of offender risk was a matter of professional judgment: 
correctional and clinical staff decided which offenders presented the greatest danger to public 
safety. Those offenders received enhanced security and supervision based on the staff’s 
professional experience as well as the nature of an arrest charge or conviction offense. 
 
A second generation of risk assessments emerged in the 1970s, which augmented professional 
judgment with the use of actuarial, evidence-based instruments. These tools typically considered 
static factors (i.e., those factors that do not change over time) that have been demonstrated to 
predict the risk of reoffending, such as criminal history, age at first arrest, or history of substance 
abuse. Each item is assigned a quantitative score. “For example, the presence of a factor may 
receive a score of one and its absence a score of zero. The scores on the items can then be 
summed–the higher the score, the higher the risk that the offender will reoffend.”2 
 
In the 1980s, researchers developed a third generation of risk assessment tools that added 
questions related to dynamic factors – such as attitudes, beliefs, behaviors and service needs 
(i.e., substance abuse, housing, employment) – that can be addressed and changed through 
targeted interventions. These risk and needs instruments not only assess the risk of reoffending 
but also provide staff with information about the needs that should be targeted in their 
interventions.  
 
In recent years, a fourth generation of assessment tools has been introduced, which builds upon 
the risk and needs measurements of the third generation, but also integrates a case management 
component and a systematic use from intake to case closure. These newer instruments have the 
added advantage of advancing the development of management information systems and the 
capacity to assess treatment services.  
 
Many tools in current usage also identify the assets or strengths of an offender that are most 
associated with positive outcomes. Although building strengths has been common in the juvenile 
justice setting for years, the approach is relatively new in adult correctional systems. In the 
juvenile setting, positive or “protective” factors are circumstances that promote healthy 
behaviors and decrease the chance that the juvenile will engage in risky behaviors; these factors 
generally focus on building better supports in the family, school, and community.  
 
For example, the COMPAS tool includes a number of strengths and protective factors in its 
assessment, including job and educational skills, history of successful employment, adequate 
finances, safe housing, family bonds, social and emotional support, noncriminal parents and 
friends. Many jurisdictions use the identified assets, as well as the needs, to develop the 
offender’s supervision case plan. The incorporation of both strengths and needs in a case plan 
ensures that the supervision officer does not order an intervention that will interfere with or 
disrupt these protective factors. It also guides the officer toward recognizing and reinforcing 
positive behavior during the supervision process.  
 

                                                 
2 Id. 
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III. NATIONAL SURVEY 
 
In 2010, the Vera Institute of Justice conducted a national survey to identify the most commonly 
used assessment tools and to identify trends in how agencies are using the information collected 
by the tools. Results showed that almost every state uses an assessment tool at one or more 
points in the criminal justice system to assist in the better management of offenders in 
institutions and in the community. Overall, over 60 community supervision agencies in 41 states 
reported using an actuarial assessment tool, suggesting that an overwhelming majority of 
corrections agencies nationwide routinely utilize assessment tools to some degree.3 
 
The key findings from the survey include the following: 
 

" Assessment is new. Many jurisdictions are relatively new to assessment: seventy percent 
of respondents implemented their assessment tools since 2000, with one third of those 
having implemented since 2005. Less than 20 percent reported the use of assessment 
tools in the 1990s or earlier. 

" State-specific or state-modified tools are most common. Of the 41 states that responded to 
this survey, twenty reported using a state-specific tool.4 

" LSI-R is the most commonly used generic tool. Of the remaining 20 states, 16 of them 
reported using the LSI-R. Other commonly used tools are the COMPAS (three states) and 
the LS/CMI (three states). 

" Risk and need are routinely assessed. A significant majority (82 percent) of respondents 
reported assessing both risk and need, while just 18 percent reported that they assess only 
risk. Releasing authorities reported assessing only risk at a greater rate than supervision 
agencies. All respondents who use COMPAS report assessing both risk and need. Most – 
but not all – of those using LSI-R also assess both factors. 

" Paroling authorities generally assess risk only. Despite being responsible for setting 
parole/post-release supervision conditions, nearly 40 percent of the releasing authorities 
assess only risk and not needs. 

" Assessment at pre-sentence stage. Nearly all probation agencies report that they conduct 
their assessments in the pre-sentence phase. Assessment used to guide supervision levels. 
The most common use of the assessment is to guide supervision levels. Assessment 
results are also used to develop case plans, set caseloads and guide revocation decisions. 

" Sharing results is common. Nearly all probation agencies share the results with the 
sentencing judge, and one jurisdiction even shares the results with the judge, district 
attorney and defense attorney. Many respondents reported sharing the results with 
treatment providers. 

" Storage of results is nearly all electronic. While most reported storing the results of the 
assessments in an electronic database, only some are web-based (nearly all COMPAS 
users and some LSI-R users). 

 

                                                 
3 Responses were received from 72 agencies (probation, parole, and releasing authorities) across 41 different states. 
4 Some of these state-specific tools were modified versions of the LSI-R, LS/CMI or Wisconsin Model. 
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II. DESCRIPTION OF ASSESSMENT INSTRUMENTS 
 
A. Commonly Used Assessment Instruments 
 
Drawing upon findings from the national survey as well as literature on offender assessments, 
this section presents a more detailed description of the tools most commonly used by states: the 
LSI-R, COMPAS and LS/CMI.5 A chart comparing these tools is included in Appendix A.  
 
Level of Service Inventory-Revised (LSI-R) 
 
General Information. As indicated in our survey, the LSI-R is the most commonly used and 
researched generic assessment tool throughout the country. The LSI-R was developed by 
Canadian researchers Don Andrews and James Bonta, both of whom are widely recognized for 
their research on the risk, need, and responsivity principles.6 The tool is a robust predictor of 
recidivism across a range of correctional settings – corrections, probation and parole – and 
claims validity across age, gender, race and economic backgrounds. It assists correctional 
professionals in making decisions concerning the necessary levels of supervision and can also 
aid in decisions concerning sentencing, program, or institutional classification; release from 
institutional custody; bail and security level classifications; and treatment progress.  
 
Domains. The LSI-R assesses a range of risk and criminogenic needs factors through semi-
structured interviews with offenders and other sources of data collection, including a self-report 
survey. The tool consists of a 54-item scale comprised of the following ten subscales: prior 
criminal history, education/employment, financial situation, family/marital relationships, 
accommodation, use of leisure time, companions, alcohol/drug use, emotional/mental health, and 
attitudes/orientation (see Appendix A for more details).  
 
The LSI-R also has a screening instrument called the LSI-R:SV (Screening Version), which is 
used when resource and time constraints prohibit the full assessment from being administered. 
The LSI-R:SV consists of eight of the 54 items contained in the complete instrument and covers 
four risk factors: criminal history, criminal attitudes, criminal associates and antisocial 
personality patterns. The screening tool is a brief and inexpensive way to establish whether the 
full LSI-R should be administered, and it is not intended as a stand-alone assessment instrument. 
 
Criticism. Although the LSI-R is a strong general predictor of recidivism across different 
backgrounds and settings, it has been criticized as not being a valid predictor for women. Critics 
assert that the tool was validated on an all-male sample and does not include certain items that 
may be significant to female risk; for example, whether the offender has children or has a 
criminal spouse.7 However, more recent research suggests that the tool is a valid predictor of risk 
for both males and females.  
                                                 
5 The COMPAS and LS/CMI instruments are considered “fourth-generation instruments,” while the LSI-R is 
considered a “third-generation instrument.”  
6 Multi-Health Systems (MHS), Inc. is the proprietor of the LSI-R.  
7

 Holtfreter, K. & Cupp, R. (2007). Gender and Risk Assessment. Journal of Contemporary Criminal Justice, Vol. 
23, No. 4, 363-382. 
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Correctional Offender Management Profiling for Alternative Sanctions (COMPAS) 
 
General Information. The COMPAS assessment instrument was developed by Northpointe 
Institute for Public Management, Inc., a research and consulting firm based out of Michigan. 
COMPAS is a statistically based risk and needs assessment designed to assess risk and 
criminogenic needs factors in adult and youth correctional populations. While other risk 
assessment instruments provide a single risk score, the COMPAS provides separate risk 
estimates for violence, recidivism, failure to appear, and community failure. The COMPAS also 
provides a “criminogenic and needs profile” for the offender, which provides information about 
the offender with respect to criminal history, needs assessment, criminal attitudes, social 
environment, and social support.  
 
Domains. The COMPAS assessment includes a number of strength and protective factors, 
including job and educational skills, history of successful employment, adequate finances, safe 
housing, family bonds, social and emotional support, and noncriminal parents and friends. In 
some states where COMPAS is used (e.g., Michigan), the assessment summary form includes a 
section for the practitioner to list an individual’s strengths.  
 
Criticism. Although research suggests that the instrument is gender-responsive for both men and 
women, the tool has demonstrated mixed results regarding ethnicity. A 2008 research study 
found weak results for predicting arrest outcomes for African-American men.8 The results 
indicated a tendency to either over- or under-classify study participants depending on race and 
ethnicity. However, the study has several limitations, including a short outcome period (12 
months post-release) and a relatively small sample size. More recently, a study found that the 
COMPAS recidivism models performed equally well for African-American and White men at 
predicting arrest outcomes.9  
 
Level of Service/Case Management Inventory (LS/CMI) 
 
General information. The LS/CMI system is a comprehensive assessment instrument that 
assesses risk and criminogenic needs. Similar to COMPAS, it serves as a fully functional case 
management tool. The LS/CMI was developed by the same researchers who developed the LSI-
R and it is owned by the same company (Multi-Health Systems). It was created to reflect the 
expanding knowledge base about offender risk assessment that has emerged since the 
development of the LSI-R.  
 
Domains. The instrument was updated to assist correctional professionals with the expanded 
duties required of them, namely the focus on behavior change through programmatic 
interventions and referrals. The revision includes refining and combining the 54 LSI-R items into 

                                                 
8 Fass, T., Heilbrun, K., DeMatteo, D., & Fretz, F. (2008). The LSI-R and the COMPAS: Validation Data on Two 
Risk-Needs Tools. Criminal Justice and Behavior, 38, 1095-1108.  
9 Brennen, T., Dieterich, W. & Ehret. (2009). Evaluating the Predictive Validity of the COMPAS Risk and Needs 
Assessment System. Criminal Justice and Behavior, Vol. 36, No. 1, 21-40 
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43 items. In addition, assessors can indicate areas of offender strength, serving as protective 
factors.  
 
As indicated in Table 1, the LS/CMI is comprised of eleven sections. Section 1 produces the total 
risk/need score based on the 43-item assessment. Sections 2, 3 and 4 assess mitigating or 
aggravating factors that can affect risk and need levels indicated in the first section. Section 6 
documents a professional or administrative override. The remaining sections deal exclusively 
with case management considerations, including assessing responsivity concerns.  
 

Table 2: LSC/MI Section Functions 
 

Section Content 

1. General Risk/Need Factor Total Risk/Need Score 

2. Specific Risk/Need Factors Personal problems with criminogenic potential (e.g., racist 
behavior), history perpetration 

3. Prison Experience/Institutional 
Factors 

Crucial institutional considerations including history of 
incarceration and barriers to release 

4. Other Client Issues Supplementary psychological and physical health, financial, 
accommodation, and victimization items 

5. Special Responsivity Considerations Dominant responsivity considerations from clinical research and 
correctional opinion  

6. Risk/Need Summary and Override Summarizes risk/need scores and allows for overriding score-
based risk/need level 

7. Risk/Need Profile Graphically summarizes the Section 1 subcomponent and 
risk/need level scores 

8. Program/Placement Decision Record of major classification decisions (e.g., program 
placement 

9. Case Management Plan Lists criminogenic needs, non–criminogenic needs, and special 
responsivity considerations 

10. Progress Record Log of activities designed to measure change resulting from 
case management strategies  

11. Discharge Summary  Summarizes information useful if the offender returns to 
custody or community supervision  

 
 
Research and validation. Extensive scientific validation has been conducted on the LS/CMI’s 
predictive validity. A review of the literature suggests the LS/CMI as a valid and reliable 
assessment tool across a range of offenders. Furthermore, a 2004 meta-analysis of the LS/CMI 
concluded that the instrument is as predictive and reliable with females as it is with males.10 The 
researchers also determined the instrument to be effective across a range of settings including, 
probation, probation, and prison/jail.11  
                                                 
10 Williams, K. , Andrews, D. , Bonta, J. , Wormith, J. , Guzzo, L. and Brews, A. , 2009-03-04 "The Level of 
Service/Case Management Inventory (LS/CMI): Reliability and Validity in Female Offenders" Paper presented at 
the annual meeting of the American Psychology - Law Society, TBA, San Antonio, TX <Not Available>. 2010-03-11 
from http://www.allacademic.com/meta/p295679_index.html 
11 Ibid.  
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B. Other Assessment Tools 
 
Ohio Risk Assessment System (ORAS) 
 
General information. In collaboration with the Ohio Department of Rehabilitation and 
Corrections, researchers at the University of Cincinnati (led by Dr. Ed Latessa) developed the 
Ohio Risk Assessment System (ORAS), which assesses individuals at several points in the 
criminal justice system. Ohio developed ORAS with two specific goals in mind: first, to promote 
consistent and objective assessment of risk throughout the criminal justice system; and second, to 
improve communication and avoid duplication of information from one system point to the next. 
 
Tools and domains. Five assessment instruments were created: Pretrial Assessment Tool, 
Community Supervision Screening Tool, Community Supervision Tool, Prison Intake Tool, and 
Reentry Tool.  
 

• The Pretrial Assessment Tool is designed to predict risk of failure to appear at a future 
court date and risk of arrest. It consists of seven items from four domains: criminal 
history, employment, substance abuse, and residential stability. The tool appears as an 
appendix to this memorandum. 

• The Community Supervision Screening Tool identifies moderate- to high-risk offenders in 
need of the complete assessment instrument. It is a four-item instrument designed to 
quickly identify low risk cases that do not need the full assessment.  

• The Community Supervision Tool assists in the designation of supervision levels and 
guides case management for offenders in the community. It consists of 35 items from 
seven domains: criminal history, education, employment and finances, family and social 
support, neighborhood problems, substance abuse, antisocial associations, and antisocial 
attitudes and behavioral problems. 

• The Prison Intake Tool prioritizes prison treatment based on the likelihood of 
reoffending. It consists of 31 items from five domains: criminal history, education, 
employment, and finances, family and social support, substance abuse, and criminal 
lifestyle.  

• The Reentry Tool predicts the likelihood of recidivism and was designed to be 
administered within six months of release. It consists of 20 items from three domains: 
criminal history, social bonds, and antisocial attitudes.   

 
Research and validation. The five tools were validated on the Ohio population. The results of the 
validation study indicate that the ORAS instruments performed as well, if not better, than both 
the LSI-R and the Wisconsin Risk/Need instrument. The tools are in the public domain and are 
available in non-automated paper-only format from the University of Cincinnati.  
 
Arizona Suite of Tools: OST, MOST and FROST 
 
General information. In 2004, the Arizona Administrative Office of the Courts sought to 
standardize assessment procedures across its 15 state probation offices and implement a uniform 
screening instrument. The tools used by Arizona include the Modified Offender Screening Tool 
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(MOST), the Offender Screening Tool (OST), and the Field Reassessment Offender Screening 
Tool (FROST). The MOST is a pre-screening tool to filter out low risk offenders. The OST is a 
comprehensive assessment and case-planning tool, which is conducted on all medium or high 
risk placements as identified by the MOST screening tool. The FROST is used for reassessment. 
 
Domains. These tools were developed by the Maricopa County Adult Probation Department, 
which decided to create its own tool after reviewing the performance of existing offender risk 
and needs assessment tools. The OST collects information in 10 categories that are supported by 
the research as predictors of an offender's criminal behavior: physical health/medical, 
vocation/financial, education, family and social relationships, residence and neighborhood, 
alcohol, drug abuse, mental health, attitude, and criminal behavior. The items on the OST 
include both static and dynamic criminogenic risk factors.  
 
Assessments are used by the probation departments to determine appropriate supervision levels, 
guide development of case management strategies, and provide a mechanism to measure 
offender progress. The MOST and OST are used by all probation departments in Arizona and by 
local probation offices (handling misdemeanors) in Virginia. 
 
IV. ASSESSMENTS AT DIFFERENT POINTS IN THE SYSTEM 
 
As indicated above, assessments can occur at different points in the system including pretrial 
detention, sentencing, intake to probation, entry to prison, release on parole, and during 
probation or parole supervision. Given the different contexts, each assessment serves a different 
purpose and may measure different outcomes. For instance, an assessment at pretrial is used to 
help judicial officers measure the defendant’s risk of failure to appear or risk of re-arrest. Given 
the time constraints and case volume of the pretrial process, such a tool should consist primarily 
of a short list of questions about static factors, as well as be quick to complete and easy to use. 
On the other hand, assessment upon intake to probation is used to determine the offender’s 
supervision level and create a case management plan, and measures the offender’s risk of 
reoffending and the needs of the offender. A probation intake assessment should be a much more 
comprehensive assessment tool that covers all major risk and need factors.  
 
This section provides a description of the various system points at which assessment instruments 
can be used, highlighting state and county-specific examples where applicable.  
 
Pretrial Detention. The use of a risk assessment instrument at pretrial review helps judicial 
officers decide which defendants can be safely released into the community pending trial. The 
assessment typically measures the defendant’s likelihood of failure to appear in court and his or 
her danger to the community if released.  
 
The use of an objective, research-based risk assessment instrument by pretrial services agencies 
to assist judicial officers in making decisions is strongly recommended by both the American Bar 
Association and the National Association Pretrial Services Agencies Standards. In addition, a 
2009 federal study of pretrial detainees recommended that all federal pretrial services agencies 
use a standardized, empirically-based risk assessment.  
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Although some local jurisdictions have validated pretrial risk assessment instruments for their 
specific jurisdiction, three states—Virginia, Ohio, and Kentucky—have created and validated a 
risk assessment tool for pretrial services agencies statewide: 
 

The Virginia Pretrial Risk Assessment Instrument (VPRAI) was developed, 
implemented, and re-validated in 2009 for use by all Virginia pretrial services agencies. 
The Commonwealth of Kentucky is the nation’s only state-wide pretrial, paid for by the 
state and made available to counties, and thus the full commonwealth uses the instrument 
validated in 2010. The Ohio instrument was developed in 2009 and is optional for 
counties, some of who already have their own validated instruments.12  

 
In addition, Florida is working with six counties to create a validated pretrial risk assessment 
instrument, ultimately to be made available to all Florida counties.  
 
Sentencing. An offender assessment can be used at sentencing to aid the judge’s decision 
whether to place the offender in prison or on community supervision and with what conditions in 
either placement. In most jurisdictions, the assessment is conducted as part of the pre-sentence 
investigation, and a summary of the results is included in the subsequent pre-sentence 
investigation report. These results may include the offender’s level of risk, the needs or risk 
factors identified, and the strengths or assets identified. The report may also include a proposed 
supervision plan based on the identified needs and a recommendation as to whether the person is 
suitable for community placement. Some of the states and counties that use an offender 
assessment in this manner at sentencing include Virginia, Missouri, Iowa and Travis County 
(Austin), Texas. 
 
Virginia is the only American jurisdiction that has formally introduced a risk assessment 
instrument specific to the purpose of sentencing.13 In 1994, the Virginia General Assembly 
directed the Virginia Criminal Sentencing Commission to develop an empirically-based risk 
assessment instrument to divert 25 percent of the lowest risk, incarceration-bound drug and 
property offenders in non-prison sanctions. In fiscal year 2008, among the more than 7,000 
people for whom a risk assessment was completed, 51 percent were recommended for an 
alternative sanction. Judges gave some form of alternative punishment to 41 percent of those 
recommended for an alternative sanction.14 Outcomes also were promising: “Of the 555 diverted 

                                                 
12 Mamalian, Cynthia A. (2011) State of the Science of Pretrial Risk Assessment. U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau 
of Justice Assistance; VanNostrand, M. and K. Rose (2009) Pretrial Risk Assessment in Virginia: The Virginia 
Pretrial Risk Assessment Instrument. VA Department of Criminal Justice, Virginia Community Criminal Justice 
Association, and Luminosity, Inc. Visit http://www.pre-trial.org/Pages/bail-decision.aspx for current information on 
validated pretrial risk assessment instruments. 
13 Several provinces in Canada use an actuarial risk assessment at sentencing.  
14 The increase in the number of offenders sentenced to non-prison sanctions has resulted in substantial savings to 
Virginia. A 2002 evaluation conducted by the National Center for State Courts found that Virginia saved $1.5 
million dollars in the pilot sites alone by using the risk assessment to target people for community punishment. If the 
pilot had been statewide, the estimated savings would have been $3.7 to $4.5 million dollars.  
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offenders, 159 offenders (28.6 percent) were rearrested for a new felony or misdemeanor 
offense, while 76 offenders (13.8 percent) were reconvicted on a new felony or misdemeanor.”15 
 
Probation/Post-Release Supervision. Probation and parole supervision agencies across the 
country use risk assessment instruments to predict the likelihood that individuals under 
supervision will reoffend. This information is used to guide several decisions regarding case 
management. First, probation or parole agents use information from the risk assessment to place 
offenders in the appropriate supervision level (i.e., low, medium, high). In accordance with the 
principles of evidence-based principles, those who pose the highest-risk to public safety are 
supervised more intensively.  
 
Second, probation agents use assessment information to identify the offender’s criminogenic 
needs and strengths, which serves as the basis for the development of an individualized case 
management plan. The case management plan prescribes the programmatic interventions 
required to supervise the offender safely in the community.  
 
In addition, agencies use the information collected from the offender assessment to guide 
revocation or violation decisions. For example, Kansas developed a graduated response guide, 
called the Behavior Adjustment/Response Guide that provides suggested responses to both 
positive and negative behaviors. Officers are required to consider the individual’s risk level and 
needs before selecting the appropriate sanction or response. Corrections officials in several other 
states, including California, Massachusetts, and Washington, have also formally incorporated 
risk assessment into their systems of graduated responses.  
 
Prison. Assessment instruments are used in the institutional setting to classify inmates by 
custody level and determine the type of facility to which they will be assigned. Prison 
classification systems identify those prisoners at high risk of escape or who may present 
management problems. Notably, factors that have been found to be non-predictive of prisoner 
behavior include: drug and alcohol use, history of escape, sentence length, offense severity, and 
time left to serve. All state prisons throughout the country use some form of an objective 
assessment tool to classify inmates.  
 
Parole Boards and Releasing Authorities. Risk assessments can also be used to help releasing 
authorities make decisions about parole and inmate release. In the early 2000s, the Kentucky 
Parole Board developed a risk assessment instrument for the purpose of identifying low-risk 
candidates for parole. The tool and the Board’s guidelines have helped increase the number of 
low-risk prisoners released on parole and have made the parole decision-making process more 
consistent from case to case. 
 
The Pennsylvania Board of Probation and Parole has also adopted a decision-making tool to 
provide a consistent protocol for reviewing eligible cases for parole release. The tool combines 
four factors – (1) risk level, (2) original offense, (3) compliance with in-prison risk reduction 
programming, and (4) institutional misconduct in the previous year – in making a determination 
                                                 
15 Ostrom, Brian J., Kleiman, Matthew and Cheesman, Fred II (2002). Offender Risk Assessment in Virginia: A 
Three-Stage Evaluation. The National Center for State Courts and the Virginia Criminal Sentencing Commission. 
The follow-up period for the study ranged from one to three years, averaging 24 months. 
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of release. Having these core common factors ensures that all offenders are compared 
consistently with one another.  
 
VI. EVALUATION OF RISK ASSESSMENT TOOLS  
 
A valid instrument is one that successfully predicts outcomes of interest with regard to the 
targeted population.16 For the corrections population, these outcomes typically include likelihood 
of appearing in court and risk of reoffending. The best practice would call for an instrument to be 
validated as applied to the local population. However, there is ongoing debate in the academic 
and practitioner community about whether a “universal risk assessment instrument,” one that 
could be used by a wide range of jurisdictions without local validation, is desirable.17 On the one 
hand, such an instrument would not be tailored to the specific population. On the other hand, 
using a tool validated on a similar population may be preferable to no instrument at all. 
 
The process of validation tests whether an instrument can distinguish between offenders with 
different probabilities of re-offending. Researchers use two main methods: predictive validation 
and concurrent validation. Predictive validation tests how well the tool differentiates between 
offenders at different levels of risk to re-offend; concurrent validation assesses how the tool 
compares to other, established tools. Predictive validity is generally assessed by scoring a group 
of offenders using the instrument in question, assigning them a risk-level (e.g., low, medium, 
high) and collecting data to determine what percent of each group recidivate in the follow-up 
period. For a tool to be considered valid, offenders classified at higher risk levels should have 
higher rates of re-offending. Concurrent validation is tested by comparing the results of the tool 
to the results of other established instruments (e.g., the LSI-R) on the same group of offenders.  
 
In addition to testing a tool’s validity, it is important to ensure that it produces consistent results. 
“Inter-rater reliability” assesses the extent to which the tool can be accurately applied by staff 
who will be implementing it. Testing inter-rater reliability usually involves having several 
different staff members who have been trained in using the instrument each calculate a score for 
a sample of offenders. Different staff members scoring the same offenders similarly would 
indicate high inter-rater-reliability. Studies typically aim for an overall agreement level of 90 
percent across different raters. 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Across the country, criminal justice agencies are shifting current practice to conform with the 
principles of evidence-based practice. Critical to the effective implementation of evidence-based 
practices is the use of a validated actuarial assessment tool that identifies risk, needs, and 
increasingly, assets. Assessment instruments provide practitioners at all stages in the system with 
objective information to enhance decision-making. If used correctly, risk-assessment instruments 
have the potential to ensure more effective use of resources and enhance public safety. 

                                                 
16 Lowenkamp, C., R. Lemke, and E. Latessa (December, 2008) The Development and Validation of a Pretrial 
Screening Tool. Federal Probation, Vol. 72 (3): 2-9. 
17 Mamalian, Cynthia A. (2011) State of the Science of Pretrial Risk Assessment. U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau 
of Justice Assistance. 
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The Ohio Risk Assessment System (ORAS) 

 

In 2006, the Department of Rehabilitation and Corrections (DRC) contracted with the University of 
Cincinnati, Center for Criminal Justice Research, to create a set of research-driven tools that would 
provide risk assessments at multiple points in the criminal justice system validated on an Ohio offender 
population. Not all offenders are equal in their risk to reoffend, or their need for treatment and 
programming.  Informed by a commitment to the principles of evidence-based practice, the intent was to 
separate adult offenders into risk groups determined by their likelihood of recidivating, and to identify 
dynamic risk factors (or criminogenic needs) to guide and prioritize appropriate and effective 
programmatic intervention.   

The Ohio Risk Assessment System (ORAS) has since been created using a research design that involved 
conducting in-depth structured interviews of over 1,800 offenders at different stages in the justice system: 
pretrial, community supervision, prison intake, and community reentry. After the interviews were 
conducted, offenders were tracked for approximately one year to gather follow-up information on 
recidivism. Six assessment instruments have since been created: the Pretrial Assessment Tool (PAT), the 
Community Supervision Tool (CST), the Community Supervision Screening Tool (CSST), the Prison 
Intake Tool (PIT), the Prison Screening Intake Tool (PSIT), and a Reentry Tool (RT).  (See the chart on 
the next page summarizing the variables associated with the four primary assessment instruments and the 
principal stages to which they apply.) 

Counties in Ohio presently rely on a wide array of predictive tools creating a great deal of variation in the 
assessment of offenders’ risks and needs. The launching of ORAS which will occur in April 2011 is 
designed to facilitate greater objectivity and consistency in the assessment of offender risk across 
jurisdictions.  The tools developed under ORAS are non-proprietary, and will be made available to 
authorized users (those certified in the application of the tools) at no cost.  Training of staff on the various 
ORAS instruments is already underway supported by the Corrections Training Academy (DRC). 

ORAS identifies risk levels and points practitioners towards needs areas that must be addressed to reduce 
recidivism.  However, ORAS, in and of itself, is not a case planning / management tool.  To assist 
criminal justice agencies, ORAS will be integrated with case planning / management within a structure 
that identifies and targets specific treatment domains.   
 
The individualized assessments under ORAS are not intended to dictate to decision-makers what to do, or 
to remove professional judgment.  Rather, the results are designed to better inform the decisions that are 
made at different stages of criminal justice processing.  The tools provide for professional overrides and 
for making sentencing or placement decisions that depart from the ORAS-associated recommendations.   
 
An ORAS Oversight Committee has been established to guide the implementation of this important 
initiative, and to ensure ongoing cross system communication.  Its membership consists of key 
stakeholders from the Department of Rehabilitation and Correction, the Attorney General’s Office, the 
Office of the Ohio Public Defender, the Ohio Supreme Court, the Ohio Judicial Conference, the 
Department of Youth Services, and external community correctional agencies representing probation 
departments, halfway houses and community-based correctional facilities.  
 
There are numerous benefits to be gained by the adoption of ORAS statewide.  The assessment of risk 
and needs will permit the sorting of outcomes and the placement of offenders into different risk levels for 
the first time by gender.  The use of the tools will provide recommended levels of community 
supervision, and suggest programmatic and placement options. Over time with proper implementation 
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!

state, regional, and site-specific county profiles will be available offering offender descriptions, and 
identifying gaps in services and local resources.  Finally, ORAS will also assist in the more efficient 
allocation of staff support and supervision activities. 
 
This is an exciting time for Ohio.  No other state or adult criminal justice agency has developed such a 
system with interconnected assessment tools that can be deployed at various stages in the justice system.  
Once ORAS is in place, it will enhance the effectiveness of the criminal justice system, thereby 
contributing to greater public safety, reduced recidivism, and successful offender reintegration.    
 
 

Ohio Risk Assessment System (ORAS) 
University of Cincinnati – Center for Criminal Justice Research 
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Defendant Interview Form, continued
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Fourth Judicial District of Minnesota 

Hennepin County 

 

2007 Pretrial Scale 
 

 

TYPE 

 

NEW WEIGHT 

 

ITEM 

 

+12 

 

All felony offenses on the Judicial Review list * 

 

 

+6 

 

Felonies not on the Judicial Review list and  

gross misdemeanor or misdemeanor person offenses  

 

 

 

Charged  

Current Offense 

Information 
  

+3 

 

Gross misdemeanor DWI  

 

 

+3 

 

Employed less than 20 hours per week, not a full time student, 

not receiving public assistance/other (if yes) 

 

 

+1 

 

Homeless or 3 or more addresses during the past 12 months or 

moved around between friends and shelters ** (if yes) 

 

 

 

 

 

Personal  

Information 

On Defendant 

 

+2 

 

Current Problematic Chemical Use: The defendant either 

admits to current substance abuse issues or is engaging in a 

pattern of problematic chemical use that represents an increased 

risk of pretrial failure  (if yes) 

 

+9 for each 

 

Prior felony level person convictions  

 

 

+6 for each 

 

Prior non-felony level person convictions  

 

 

+2 for each 

 

Prior other felony convictions 

 

 

+1 for each 

 

 

Other non-felony level convictions  

(EXCLUDE traffic offenses that do not involve alcohol/drugs)  

 

 

+6 

if 1-2 Warrants 

 

 

 

 

Prior History 

 
Prior Conviction 

Information  

and 

Prior Warrants for 

failure to appear or 

conditional release 

violations 

 

+9 

if 3 or more Warrants 

 

 

 

 

Prior warrants for failure to appear or conditional release 

violations within last three years  

 

* Cases with these charge offenses must be reviewed by a judge and cannot be released by Pretrial 

regardless of total score on this scale. 

**The Hennepin Risk and Needs Triage tools defines this indicator as ‘Count as homeless if the individual 

tended not to have a steady address or moved around between friends, family and/or shelters – do not 

include address changes due to incarceration, residential placement, hospitalization, job relocation or 

military service’. 
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Interpreter Needed_________________ 

Language_________________ 

PD Eligible:  Yes   No 

HENNEPIN COUNTY PRE-TRIAL EVALUATION 

 

Screen Date: 

 

Div. SILS Tracking # Case # SID/FBI # 

Name (Last)                                            (First)                                      (Middle) 

 

 

D.O.B. Age Sex Race 

Street Address (Verified?  Y or N)         Apt#                                                City                                                   State                     Zip 

 

                             

Telephone # 

 

Most Recent Prior Address 

Social Security # 

 

Aliases: Birth Place: Marital Status 

   S   M   D   Sep   W 

# Kids: # Dep: 

Arrest 

Type: 

 

 

 

Arrest 

Location: 

 

Bail/Bond 

Amount: 

Main Charge: 

F      GM      M 

 

Other Charges: 

 

 

Points 

Assigned 

Income Sources/School Status  

 

 

Current Problematic Chemical Use 

 

 

Homeless or 3 or More Address Changes in Past Year 

 

 

Criminal History Points  

 

 

Failure to Appear or Conditional Release Violation Warrant Points 

 

 

Holds/Type: 

 

Complaint/Police Report: 

 
Scale Score 

 

 

 

Collateral Source/Phone #: 

 

 

 

Collateral Comments: Pretrial Score 

Lower = 0-8 points 

Moderate = 9-17 points 

Higher = 18 or more points 

Victim Name: 

 

 

Address/Phone #: 

 

Victim Comments: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Current Probation/Parole: 

County: 

P.O. Name/Phone #: 

 

Pending Cases: 

 

 

Probation Officer Comments/Observations (include mental health concerns and other relevant information used to assess the defendant): 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Systems Checked 

CIS    GLWS      JMS      BCA     MNCIS     DL     S3     

 

P.O. 
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SAMPLE

Virginia Pretrial Risk
Assessment Instrument

_______________________________________ __ Instrument Completion Date ______________

First Name _____________________________ Last Name ___________________ Race _________

SSN ____________________________________ Sex _________________________ DOB __________

Arrest Date _____________________________ Court Date __________________

Charge(s) ______________________________________________________________________________

Bond Type _____________________________ Bond Amount _________________________________

Risk Factors

1. Charge Type Felony or Misdemeanor

2. Pending Charge(s) Yes or No

3. Outstanding Warrant(s) Yes or No

4. Criminal History Yes or No

5. Two or More Failure to Appear Convictions Yes or No

6. Two or More Violent Convictions Yes or No

7. Length at Current Residence Less than 1 Year or 1 Year or More

8. Employed/ Primary Child Caregiver Yes or No

9. History of Drug Abuse Yes or No

Risk Level

1 2 3 4 5

LOW AVERAGE HIGH

Risk Factor(s) __________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

Comments/Recommendations ____________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________________________

Juliene James
Appx. B-4: Virginia



 Pretrial Release Guidelines Matrix and Release Order,
With Standard Conditions

Juliene James
Appx. B-5: Philadelphia

Juliene James




 Pretrial Services Worksheet for Risk Classification

Juliene James
Appx. B-5: Philadelphia



 Notice of Rights—English Language

Juliene James
Appx. B-6: Southern District of New York (federal pretrial)



 Notice of Rights—Spanish Language

Juliene James
Appx. B-6: Southern District of New York (federal pretrial)

Juliene James
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Report
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Risk/Needs Assessment 101: Science Reveals New Tools to 

Manage O ffenders.

Using O ffender Risk and Needs Assessment Information at 
Sentencing

Pretrial Service Programs in North Carolina: A 

Process and Impact Assessment

Pretrial Services Program Implementation: A Starter Kit

Criminal Justice and Behavior

http://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/res/cor/rep/risk_need_200706-eng.aspx

