
https://nationalreentryresourcecenter.org/resources/risk-assessment-and-racial-equity-in-evaluation
https://nationalreentryresourcecenter.org/resources/risk-assessment-and-racial-equity-in-evaluation
https://nationalreentryresourcecenter.org/resources/assessing-and-enhancing-cultural-responsiveness-through-evaluation
https://nationalreentryresourcecenter.org/resources/assessing-and-enhancing-cultural-responsiveness-through-evaluation
https://nationalreentryresourcecenter.org/resources/assessing-and-enhancing-cultural-responsiveness-through-evaluation
https://nationalreentryresourcecenter.org/resources/assessing-and-enhancing-cultural-responsiveness-through-evaluation




https://www.icpsr.umich.edu/web/NACJD/studies/27101
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limitation of early-stage measures (e.g., arrest) 
is that they include incidents that did not result 
in a conviction. Also, evaluators should consider 
alternatives to binary indicators reflecting any legal 
action (e.g., any rearrest or reincarceration within 12 
months of release). For example, focusing on offenses 
at a certain level of severity (e.g., felonies), exploring 
“time to failure,” or developing counts of new crimes 
could reduce bias and serve as more meaningful 
outcomes. In particular, focusing on a measure such 
as arrest for violent crime is preferable and reflects 
the most unbiased measure because such offenses 
are more likely to be reported to law enforcement 
and are less subject to justice system discretion than 
crimes like drug use or “public order” crimes (Skeem 
& Lowenkamp, 2016).

Make careful comparisons. 

Some reentry evaluation plans include an analysis 
of “what works for whom,” which entails examining 
program impact for subgroups of participants, such 
as racial or ethnic minorities, women, or younger 
participants. Such analyses may be important for 
understanding for whom the program (or specific 
services) seemed to work better; however, the 
analytic approach must be appropriate. Results for 
program participants in the subgroup of interest 
should be compared to those for comparison group 
members (a carefully selected group of individuals 
who meet program eligibility criteria but who are 
receiving standard services rather than the reentry 
programming being evaluated) in the same subgroup 
of interest. For example, rather than comparing the 
rearrest rate for white program participants to that 
of Black program participants to assess for whom 
the program seemed to work better, the reduction 
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the implications of any bias should also be spelled 
out for readers. For example, if a program was not 
found to have a positive effect for participants of 
color (based on a measure such as reincarceration), 
researchers cannot rule out the possibility that the 
finding was actually due to participants of color being 
subject to greater criminal justice system surveillance 

or harsher sentencing, and they should state such an 
implication in the evaluation findings. Self-reported 
measures may be subject to other biases (e.g., 
individuals may be reluctant to disclose engaging in 
illegal behavior), and this should certainly be noted 
as well. 

References 
Baumgartner, F. R., Epp, D. A., Shoub, K., & Love, B. (2017). Targeting young men of color for search and arrest during 

traffic stops: Evidence from North Carolina, 2002–2013. Politics, Groups, and Identities, 5(1), 107–131.  
https://doi.org/10.1080/21565503.2016.1160413    

Beckett, K., Nyrop, K., & Pfingst, L. (2006). Race, drugs, and policing: Understanding disparities in drug delivery 
arrests. Criminology, 44, 105–137. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-9125.2006.00044.x    

Blumstein, A. (1993). Racial disproportionality of US prison populations revisited. University of Colorado Law Review, 
64, 743–760.

Butts, J. A., & Schiraldi, V. (2018). Recidivism reconsidered: Preserving the community justice mission of community 
corrections. Program in Criminal Justice Policy and Management, Harvard Kennedy School. https://www.hks.
harvard.edu/sites/default/files/centers/wiener/programs/pcj/files/recidivism_reconsidered.pdf

https://doi.org/10.1080/21565503.2016.1160413
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1745-9125.2006.00044.x
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/centers/wiener/programs/pcj/files/recidivism_reconsidered.pdf
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/sites/default/files/centers/wiener/programs/pcj/files/recidivism_reconsidered.pdf
https://doi.org/10.18574/nyu/9780814776155.003.0013
https://humanimpact.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/HIP_JuvenileInJusticeReport_2017.02.pdf
https://humanimpact.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/HIP_JuvenileInJusticeReport_2017.02.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1353/dem.2008.0011
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40865-015-0004-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40865-015-0004-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2687339
http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2687339
https://doi.org/10.1177/1098611117721665
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F2153368716658768


6

Racial Equity Considerations When Using Recidivism  
as a Core Outcome in Reentry Program Evaluations

The Evaluation and Sustainability Training and Technical Assistance Project

The Evaluation and Sustainability Training 

and Technical Assistance (ES TTA) Project 

supports Second Chance Act (SCA) grantees 

in conducting more rigorous evaluations that 

lead to data-driven program improvement 

and demonstrated impact and that support 

programs’ long-term sustainability. For 

more information about the project, contact 

ESTTA@rti.org.
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