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Summary

The Public Safety Realignment Act of 2011 (AB 109) shifted authority for managing tens of thousands of
lower-level felony offenders from the state to the counties. With a strong focus on reducing California’s high
recidivism rates, the act encouraged counties to consider alternatives to incarceration and to adopt evidence-
based practices. By implementing these new practices, the counties would achieve improved public safety
returns on the state’s correctional investment. Yet, despite the promotion of an evidence-based approach, the

act did not require or provide direct support for data collection, research, or evaluation.

More than two years into realignment, some data collection efforts have been established and others are
emerging, but the work of creating integrated data systems that can be used to demonstrate which
correctional strategies are most effective remains largely undone. The Public Policy Institute of California is
coordinating with the Board of State and Community Corrections and eleven counties to address this need.
In this report, we make a case for fully embracing the data-driven approach to corrections envisioned in AB
109. Based on our work with the eleven counties, we establish data collection priorities that will enable
counties to implement evidence-based practices. We make the following four recommendations for
improving the immediate quality and availability of county data: (1) ensure that relevant data are captured,
(2) link data across systems, (3) standardize definitions of key measures, and (4) upgrade information
technology systems to make the collection, extraction, and sharing of data easier.

Counties can undertake some of these recommendations on their own, but other recommendations require
further statewide leadership, additional technological investments, and collaboration and cooperation
among justice partners. The state has made recent investments in new jail construction to increase the
physical capacity for community corrections, and we suggest an analogous investment to upgrade
information technology systems and increase the capacity for evidence-based practice. Because the
legislature has charged the Board of State and Community Corrections with providing leadership,
coordination, and technical assistance to promote effective and evidence-based corrections practices, the

responsibility for overseeing the recommended improvements in this report fit within the current role of
the board.
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Abbreviations

1170(h)

AB 109

AB 900

AB 1050

AOC
BSCC
CDCR
CII
CPOC
CSAC
DQOJ
LAO
PRCS

SB 678

SB 1022
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1170(h) refers to the penal code designation for felony offenders convicted of non-
violent, non-serious, non-sexual crimes. Under realignment, these offenders will
serve their sentences in county jails rather than in state prisons. The term “1170(h)s”
is often used colloquially to refer to these offenders.

Enacted into law in 2011, Assembly Bill 109 mandated the implementation of public
safety realignment beginning on October 1, 2011. AB 109 shifted responsibility for
certain low-level offenders from the state to the counties.

Enacted into law in 2007, Assembly Bill 900 authorized approximately $7.7 billion for
prison construction and rehabilitation initiatives in order to relieve the significant
overcrowding problems facing state prisons; it also included $1.2 billion in lease
revenue bond financing for the construction of county jails.

Enacted into law in 2013, Assembly Bill 1050, among other mandates, required the
Board of State and Community Corrections to develop standardized definitions for
data collected by county probation departments and sheriff’s departments for the
purpose of evaluating the implementation of evidence-based practices and
programs.

(California) Administrative Office of the Courts

Board of State and Community Corrections

California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation
Criminal Identification and Information number

Chief Probation Officers of California

California State Association of Counties

(California) Department of Justice

Legislative Analyst’s Office

Post-Release Community Supervision, as defined in realignment legislation, is the
county-based supervision of offenders released from state prison, replacing the state-
based parole program for a majority of released prisoners.

Enacted into law in 2009, The California Community Corrections Performance
Incentive Act established a system of performance-based funding for county
probation departments.

Enacted into law in 2012, Senate Bill 1022 authorized $500 million in state lease
revenue bond financing to fund local adult correctional facilities.
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Introduction

Public Safety Realignment (AB 109) fundamentally changed the correctional system in California, shifting
responsibility for tens of thousands of lower-level felony offenders from the state correctional system to county
systems. A central principle of AB 109 is that counties should have a strong hand in designing their own approach
to managing offenders who are now under their purview. The statute declares that “fiscal policy and correctional
practices should align to promote a justice reinvestment strategy that fits each county,” and defines “justice
reinvestment” as a “data-driven approach to reduce corrections spending and reinvest savings” using “evidence-
based strategies designed to increase public safety.”? It is laudable that the state endorsed the use of a data-driven
approach and evidence-based strategies; however, counties need additional support to meet this challenge.

Realignment legislation did not dedicate funds for an evaluation of the effects of realignment subsequent to its
implementation, nor did it provide counties with specific funds for assessing the success rates of their local
correctional strategies. This was a missed opportunity. Through realignment, the state effectively created 58 county-
level policy laboratories. The variation across counties in correctional practices creates an ideal opportunity to
identify cost-effective strategies and to disseminate these best practices across the state. Yet, without a consistent
framework for data collection and evaluation, weeding out failing strategies and identifying successful ones will be a
haphazard process. Without strong evidence that adoption of another county's approach will be effective, counties
will understandably be reluctant to change policies and practices that are familiar. This barrier to change is
important because the long-term stability and sustainability of California’s criminal justice system depends not on
the success of a few counties, but on the broad statewide adoption of successful correctional strategies that promote
public safety and reduce reliance on California’s overextended prison system.

Drawing on the goals laid out in AB 109, we begin our report by describing the features of a data-driven
community corrections system as envisioned by the legislation. We illustrate how counties can use data to
improve the quality of the local corrections systems. More specifically, we show how the collection and use of
these data will help counties to identify effective and efficient programs, match interventions to offender types,
exchange information on program successes and failures, hold service providers more accountable, and equip
system leaders with an impartial basis for targeting resources. The community corrections system we describe
also finds support among the national community of corrections professionals. Central to the vision is the idea
that data and evidence should be integrated into policy decisions, that data should improve accountability, and
that management and technological systems should reinforce the use of data for ongoing improvements.

We then turn to the current data collection efforts in California and discuss their strengths and limitations. Based on
our work with policy makers, criminal justice analysts, and information technology staff from eleven counties, we
identify the specific areas of data collection that are necessary for counties to identify effective approaches to
reducing recidivism among realigned offenders. 2 We note some of the common obstacles to collecting this
information, and we make four recommendations for improving the quality and availability of data, highlighting the
benefits that would accrue from successfully addressing these issues. Finally, we review the state’s role in ensuring
that the goals of realignment are met. The state has invested in new jail construction to increase the physical capacity
for community corrections, and we suggest an analogous investment in technical capacity and research capability.

1 California Penal Code § 3450.

2 This report is based on our experience reviewing and working with existing state-level data sources. A summary of these sources is provided in
Appendix A. Our county-level findings are based on meetings with county policymakers, criminal justice analysts, and information technology
staff. We conducted meetings in 11 counties participating in the BSCC-PPIC Multi-County Study. The meetings took place in the fall of 2013.
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A Vision of Data-Driven Community
Corrections

California parole services, county probation departments, and sheriff’s offices have a variety of strategies to
help an offender address the source of his or her criminal behavior, be it substance abuse, mental health
problems, employability, lack of education, deficits in basic social skills, or other underlying circumstances.
They also have at their disposal procedures, some newly available since the passage of AB 109, to sanction
offenders when they fail to comply with the conditions of their supervision. Yet only a small fraction of these
strategies has been rigorously researched and, even among the well-researched strategies, their
applicability to California’s offender populations remains untested. As a result, practitioners have little basis
for confidence that the selection of services and sanctions they make will result in the desired outcomes.

Collecting data on both the characteristics of offenders and the correctional interventions those offenders
receive would allow counties and the state to properly evaluate the effectiveness of specific interventions in
reducing recidivism outcomes for particular offenders. To give practitioners a data-driven basis for their
choices, and to thereby improve the odds that offenders will benefit from targeted interventions, we envision
practitioners having readily available access to high-quality data on the characteristics of offenders and the
underlying needs driving their criminal behavior. Based on these data, and given an adequate array of
evidence-based interventions, practitioners could select a set of interventions demonstrated to be most
effective among similar offenders. This approach stands in contrast to the “one-size-fits-all” solution
commonly applied when information on offender characteristics and needs is not fully integrated into
practice or when programming resources are scarce.

In recent years, the movement to adopt evidence-based practices has expanded beyond the use of offender
risk and needs data and the selection of research-based services to focus on the importance of integrating
data and evidence into organizational practices (Clawson and Guevara 2011; Crime and Justice Institute
2004). This change reflects the recognition among community corrections experts that adoption of the latest
evidence-based program models without organizational support and oversight may not be sufficient to
produce the desired results. Using an “integrated model” in evidence-based practices means that data are
used not only to inform service and sanctioning choices and to focus practitioners on the highest-priority
outcomes, but also to provide feedback for managers about the ongoing performance of the organization,
increasing transparency and the degree of accountability.

Realignment legislation emphasizes the need for effectiveness and efficiency in local corrections practices.
If the state as a whole is going to move in this direction, then each county must not only be technologically
capable of carrying out its own data-driven strategies but must also be able to contribute to the state’s
understanding of what works. Currently, even as county agencies experiment with innovative approaches,
there is no standardized means for demonstrating the effectiveness of these innovations such that counties
both inform their own practices and share their findings. It is true that these problems pre-date the recent
reforms, but state funding for realignment and the corresponding renewed public attention have made the
shortcomings of existing data collection efforts even more pronounced. To resolve these shortcomings, we
envision a system with a level of standardization that allows the state to capitalize on the experiences of
various counties. With a common understanding of the data needed to identify effective strategies, counties
would be better positioned to learn from each other.
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The data priorities for identifying effective strategies that we describe below are not explicitly written into
AB 109, but they are critical to the vision of a data-driven correctional system. While AB 109 avoided
mandates for the adoption of specific correctional policies and programs, it set the expectation that the
system as a whole would move toward greater reliance on data.? Several associated developments reinforce
this expectation and emphasize the need for greater coordination, interagency collaboration, and
standardization. For example, the legislature established the Board of State and Community Corrections
(BSCC) to provide “leadership, coordination, and technical assistance to promote effective state and local
efforts and partnerships in California's adult and juvenile criminal justice system.”* The BSCC also has the
broad duty “to collect and maintain available information and data about state and community correctional
policies, practices, capacities, and needs.”>

AB 1050, passed in 2013, further operationalized some of these functions by requiring the board “to develop
definitions of specified key terms in order to facilitate consistency in local data collection, evaluation, and
implementation of evidence-based programs in consultation with stakeholders and experts.” The terms
include but are not limited to “recidivism, average daily population, and treatment program completion
rates.” In response to the legislation, the BSCC has established an Executive Steering Committee to develop
definitions and a Data and Research Standing Committee to meet the data reporting requirements of AB 1050.

The legislature has also mandated that the Administrative Office of the Courts (AOC) collect information from
the local trial courts on the implementation of realignment.® In recognition of the importance of data-driven
correctional practices and data standardization, the attorney general launched the Division of Recidivism
Reduction and Reentry in November 2013. The division is intended to “support counties and District Attorneys
by partnering on best practices, such as the development of a statewide definition of recidivism, identifying
grants to fund the creation and expansion of innovative anti-recidivism programs and using technology to
facilitate more effective data analysis and recidivism metrics”(California Department of Justice 2013).

Data collection and evaluation are also central to some of the cost-saving, incentive-based policy initiatives
that have emerged in recent years. These initiatives are attractive because they hold the promise of
furthering policy objectives while containing general fund expenditures. For example, under California’s SB
678 (the California Community Corrections Performance Incentives Act), the state provides counties with
financial incentives to reduce probation failures that result in costly re-incarcerations in state prisons. Data
on probation revocations are used to calculate the statewide savings resulting from lowering probation
failures at the county level. The state then shares a portion of the savings with successful counties. In the
first year of the program, the probation revocation rate dropped by 1.8 percentage points, saving the state
$179 million dollars, a portion of which was shared with counties (AOC 2011).

Social impact bonds represent another model of incentive-based funding that relies on the capacity to collect
and evaluate data. Under this model, a private investor enters into an agreement with the state to provide
and fund a social service and to deliver a mutually agreed upon and quantifiable program outcome. If the
outcome is achieved, the state repays the investor with a return on the investment. For the state to benefit
from social impact bonds for corrections services, it would be necessary to expand the capacity for data
collection in order to estimate returns on program investments.

3 California Penal Code § 3450.
4 California Penal Code § 6024.
5 California Penal Code § 6027.
6 California Penal Code § 13155.
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Viewed in the context presented above, data collection and evaluation cannot be divorced from effective
offender management, from ongoing system improvement, or from state cost-saving efforts. Improving the
state’s capacity for data collection and evaluation must be given a higher priority because it is central to all
aspects of improving corrections in California. If recognizing the centrality of data collection to the long-term
success of community corrections in California is the first step toward achieving a data-driven correctional
system, the next step is to examine the data collection efforts already under way and to map out a course for
addressing any shortcomings.
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Current State Data Collection Efforts

Looking at the state’s current data collection efforts informs our understanding of the additional workload
pressures brought on by realignment and allows us to assess the effects of realignment. Below we describe
these efforts and highlight their strengths and weaknesses. We close this section by describing why
enhanced data collection is critical for fully estimating the effects of realignment and for differentiating
between those correctional interventions that merit replication and those that do not.

Gauging Workload. The primary purpose of data collection in this area is to document the new workload
pressures presented by realignment.” For example, the BSCC modified its Jail Profile Survey to include a
variety of measures about the traffic of realigned offenders through local county jails. The Realignment
Dashboard from the Chief Probation Officers of California (CPOC) is another instance of a data collection
that documents workload. It provides counts of post-release community supervision (PRCS) and 1170(h)
cases, along with the movement into or out of a particular status (jail, new convictions for those under PRCS,
new bookings into jail, PRCS violation cases, etc.). Yet another example of this type of data is an effort by
the AOC to gather data on felony dispositions and petitions to revoke probation, PRCS, mandatory
supervision, and parole.®

Workload data collection allows us to examine how frequently counties are using some of the new practices
made available since realignment’s implementation. For example, some workload data track the use of
alternative custody programs, split sentences, jail-only sentences, and “flash incarcerations.”® Because all
counties collect these workload data on an ongoing basis, we can examine the variation across counties and
the change over time in the use of these practices. The BSCC, CPOC, and AOC data are also important
because they give counties the information they need to document the burdens that realigned offenders are
placing on various components of the local corrections system.

The weakness of these data sources stems from the fact that they are summary data rather than individual-
level data. When the summary numbers rise or fall, it is difficult to determine what is driving the change.
For example, if a county experiences an uptick in bookings among offenders on PRCS, it could be attributed
to a failure of policy or practice. Alternatively, the uptick could be the result of a change in the overall
composition of the PRCS population in terms of risk. Summary data alone do not provide a basis for
discerning among possible explanations. Moreover, summary measures often cannot be broken down
further to reveal the forces that underlie observed differences across counties. As a result, summary data
may invite inappropriate comparisons across counties. Perhaps most limiting of all, summary data do not
provide a link between the services and sanctions offenders are receiving and their recidivism outcomes.

Assessing Impact. Existing state-level data sources, including both the new summary-level data we describe
above, and the ongoing individual-level data collection by the California Department of Corrections and
Rehabilitation and the Department of Justice, enable researchers to begin to assess the impact of realignment
on crime and recidivism (Lofstrom and Raphael 2013a; Lofstrom and Raphael 2013b). However, some

7 Appendix A provides references, links, and a summary of the kinds of measures included in the BSCC AB 109 Jail Profile Supplement,
CPOC Dashboard, and the AOC report.

8 California Penal Code § 13155.

9 A "flash incarceration" is defined in California Penal Code § 3454 as a period of detention (1-10 consecutive days) in county jail due to a
violation of an offender's conditions of post-release community supervision.
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questions still cannot be fully answered using existing state-level sources. For example, it is currently not
possible to analyze the recidivism patterns of 1170(h) offenders because these offenders are either not
tracked or are not identified in state-level data. Additionally, available sources do not capture the data
necessary to identify effective correctional interventions. Improved data collection and analysis is required to

tell this important part of the realignment story.

Identifying Effective Strategies. While realignment impact studies look backward to discern the effects of
this major policy shift, studies that identify effective interventions look forward, seeking to identify practices
that work so they can be adopted more broadly in the future. These data are essential to building the
capacity for data-driven practices, but data collection in this area is currently the least developed of the three
areas of data collection described here. Data collection that identifies effective strategies would enable the
analysis of specific correctional interventions aimed at reducing recidivism and enhancing successful
reintegration into society. These data would link the recidivism outcomes of individual offenders with the
services and sanctions they have received. Below we present the data priorities for a data collection effort

that equips counties to identify effective strategies.

10 Some counties have collected data on realigned offenders and have produced workload reports and analyses of the effectiveness of specific
interventions. Because these studies have been undertaken entirely within agencies or counties, with little attempt to coordinate or standardize
their approach with other counties, their benefit to audiences external to the county are limited.
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Data Priorities for Identifying
Effective Strategies

Evaluating the effectiveness of interventions on recidivism outcomes requires three major types of data.
These types include (1) offender characteristics, including criminal histories; (2) the correctional interventions
individuals experience at the county level through jail and probation systems; and (3) recidivism outcomes.
Crucially, these data need to be collected at the individual level, and, once collected, they need to be linked
together to provide a picture of each offender as he or she moves through different agencies within the
system. These three data types are described in further detail below.!

Offender Characteristics. Keeping track of specific characteristics of offenders, such as demographic
characteristics and criminal histories, allows researchers and practitioners to identify subpopulations of
interest and account for the role of offenders’ characteristics in outcomes. It is not sufficient to compare the
outcomes of those who received a treatment (i.e., an intervention involving a service or sanction) with the
outcomes of those who did not. In order to isolate the effect of a treatment, it is necessary to adjust for
differences between the group that received the treatment and the group that did not. There are multiple
ways of doing this, including using offender characteristics to match offenders between treatment and
control groups, or using such data to control for differences between groups in a regression model.
Collecting individual-level information about offender characteristics is essential to making appropriate

“apples to apples” comparisons when assessing the effectiveness of an intervention.

Interventions. Counties use a wide variety of intervention tools to reduce recidivism and maintain public
safety. There are any number of reentry services and alternatives to incarceration. For example, job training
is a reentry service commonly provided to offenders. To measure the effect of job training on recidivism
outcomes, it is necessary to know which offenders were referred to the training. It is also useful to know if
the referred offender entered and completed the training program. Additional details about the program,
such as the duration, intensity (e.g., dosage), and underlying approach (e.g., treatment model), are also

helpful in making comparisons across program sites.

Recidivism Outcomes. Finally, in order to assess the effects of realignment on crime and recidivism, and to
identify effective practices, we need to capture the full range of recidivism outcomes (including rearrest,

reconviction, and return to prison or jail custody).

11 This report is limited to the minimal data necessary to identify effective correctional strategies. We do not address the issue of relative program
costs and benefits. Program evaluations based on the type of data we describe in this report are the prerequisites for cost-benefit analyses. For
further information see the Bureau of Justice Assistance, Center for Program Evaluation and Performance Measurement at
www.bja.gov/evaluation/guide/gs6.htm.
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Recommendations for an Improved
Data Collection System

While researchers and evaluators readily agree that the data types discussed above comprise the relevant
research components needed to identify effective strategies, there are currently a number of obstacles to
compiling such data. In this section, we identify the impediments that limit the capacity for evaluating
effective strategies at the county level, and we suggest four areas for improvement. Developing a fully
functional county data collection and evaluation system will require (1) capturing the necessary data,

(2) linking data across systems, (3) standardizing definitions across counties, and (4) upgrading information
technology systems to capture, integrate, and extract the data. We describe the implications of these
challenges both in terms of practical decision-making and in terms of research into effective correctional

strategies.

Capturing Data

Offender Characteristics. Risk and needs assessments produce data on the characteristics of individual
offenders. These data enable community corrections practitioners to gauge whether an individual will
reoffend (i.e., assess the risk) and understand the factors that drive the offending behavior (i.e., assess the
needs). These data have practical importance because limited service and supervision resources often compel
corrections practitioners to focus resources on those offenders who pose the greatest risk and to direct these
offenders to interventions that address their specific criminogenic needs. A risk and needs assessment
requires information drawn from an offender’s criminal history and, in some cases, from structured
interviews with the offender. In addition to the direct practical guidance that these data provide to
practitioners, this information is also critical to evaluators because, without these data, evaluators lack the

ability to account for the role of offender characteristics.

Despite the importance of these data, practitioners do not always gather or draw on these assessments.
Although widely used across probation departments (AOC 2012), their use still varies across sheriff’s
departments. Broader adoption of risk and needs assessments is the first step, but even when risk and needs
assessments are used, there may be impediments to data compilation. For example, assessment data are
often collected using proprietary standalone software. Without full integration of these data with case
management systems, many probation departments have limited capacity to use these data to influence
decisions. In the case of sheriff's departments, there is much to gain by the wider adoption and use of these
tools. For example, if sheriff’s departments collected assessment data on a consistent basis, and fully
integrated these data into case management systems, then decisions regarding release plans, alternative
custody placements, and placements in custodial programs could more easily be informed by an assessment
of needs and prioritized by a consideration of risk. This is the standard of practice in corrections nationwide.
California should support broader adoption of these tools, leveraging risk and needs data to enhance

effectiveness in offender management and improve consistency in decisions.

Interventions. Capturing data that tracks the use of services by offenders is another challenge. As with the
risk and needs data, some agencies lag further behind others in the collection of use-of-service data. A few
county probation departments do not currently track probation referrals to mental health programs,
employment services, or other kinds of services designed to address the sources of the offender’s criminal

behavior. For these counties, the first step is to initiate a tracking system. For counties that do track referrals,
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the data trail often stops with the referral date. In some cases, this is because the service provider does not
have the capacity to collect additional data. This is a particularly acute problem for nonprofit community-
based organizations operating on shoestring budgets. However, in other instances, partnering county
agencies are not tracking the service data, or they may be tracking the data but not feeding the data back to
probation departments. At times, the use of paper files limits the ability of providers to feed information on
client progress back to the probation department. Privacy considerations may also limit data sharing for
some service providers. In all cases, the result is that it is time-consuming for probation officers to confirm
whether referred offenders ever entered or completed a program.

Capturing and relaying program entry data back to probation officers has practical importance. Without
such data, probation officers cannot identify offenders who require additional attention or motivation to
participate in programs. Knowing how likely offenders are to succeed in specific programs also assists
probation officers in deciding whether they should continue making referrals to the program. Moreover,
creating a data feedback loop not only aids probation decision-making and improves the quality of
supervision but also increases the accountability of service providers. At present, counties often trust that
providers are using evidence-based practices. At a minimum, in order to ensure accountability, referral data,
entry data, and exit data ought to be collected and shared between probation departments and service
providers.

Service provider data are also important for the purposes of comprehensive evaluations, particularly for
creating basic measures of program performance. For example, high attrition from referral to entry —the first
step in accessing services—undermines the chances that the program will positively affect offender
recidivism outcomes. If those referred to a program fail to show up, otherwise effective programs will
appear to underperform in research studies.

Similarly, data on who receives particular sanctions in response to non-compliant behavior is frequently
scant. The lack of data on sanctions creates problems for probation officers and managers alike. For example,
having access to dates of non-compliance as well as sanctioning dates is important because existing research
shows that the swiftness and certainty of sanctions are essential to their effectiveness (Durlauf and Nagin
2011). In addition, capturing this kind of data facilitates good practices because the information is necessary
for carrying out graduated sanctioning. For example, probation officers should know if offenders have been
given multiple referrals to a day reporting center before a flash incarceration is imposed. It is also important
for managers to track the patterns of use for particular sanctions to assess whether they are applied swiftly,
consistently, and appropriately across the agency.

It is clear that capturing data in these areas facilitates research and evaluation. However, it is equally
important that the captured data give corrections professionals the ability to monitor key aspects of their
own work. To the extent that practitioners do not receive feedback from the service providers they rely
on to alter the behavior of offenders under their supervision, they not only operate in the absence of
potentially critical information, but they also allow service providers to avoid accountability for their work
with offenders. Capturing these currently missing data elements is essential to supporting better outcomes
for offenders. These data enable better case management, promote accountability among service providers,
and form the basis of high-quality evaluations.
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Linking Data Across Systems

The capacity to link and share data across agencies within local correctional systems is similarly in need of
improvement. In many counties, officials have reported that realignment has intensified the need for
collaboration among community corrections agencies, in addition to increasing county agencies’ interactions
with municipal police departments, city governments, and state agencies. This, in turn, has stimulated the
desire to share data across different departments and levels of government. Data sharing among agencies
has long been a challenge for law enforcement agencies (Ball 2010; Ball and Weisberg 2010). Even though the
Department of Justice has initiated some work in this area, there remains more work to be done.

Criminal Identification and Information Number. Data must be collected on individual offenders as they
move between different parts of the criminal justice system. To forge these data links, common identifying
information on offenders must be used consistently across all parts of the system. Counties possess the
Criminal Identification and Information (Cl&I) number, an identification number assigned to every person
arrested. The CI&I number is the ideal bridge between many different parts of the system. Probation
departments and sheriff’s departments often have their own unique identifiers that can usually be linked to
CI&I numbers and then used to link to other sources. However, sometimes when risk and needs assessment
data are collected using standalone software, offender names rather than identification numbers may be
stored in the system. This makes it difficult to link these data to probation or sheriff’'s departments, which
primarily use local identification numbers or the ClI&I. Because data have historically been siloed in different
parts of the criminal justice system, some counties have developed data-sharing arrangements to link these
data. Those counties that have not shared data across agencies in the past have noted that realignment has
led to greater appreciation of the importance of data linking and sharing.

Integration of County and State Data. While data-sharing efforts are progressing among county agencies,
the state currently lacks a system for data integration of state-level data with data held at the county level.
The California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation and the Department of Justice hold substantial
criminal justice data. Historically, these two agencies have shared data in order to produce a comprehensive
picture of the criminal histories, institutional experiences, and recidivism outcomes of the felony offender
population held in and released from state prison. Since the passage of realignment, however, a large and
increasing portion of the felony population will never reach state prison. Those populations are “off the
radar” of state tracking systems and their information is not available to be shared for either law
enforcement or research purposes. The result is that some counties cannot link data on their populations to
state-level records to compute recidivism measures. Efforts to close this gap are under way, but are not yet
operational.

Validation of Risk and Needs Assessments. Beyond the previous discussion on the adoption and
integration of data from risk and needs assessments into routine practice, validation of these instruments is
also necessary. Developing the capacity to link risk assessments to recidivism outcomes on an ongoing basis
is the minimum necessary step to determining whether a risk assessment method is performing adequately
or requires improvement. Risk assessments that lack predictive validity may nonetheless provide a structure
for decision-making and ensure equity in treatment; however, if they fail to adequately forecast who will
reoffend, their usefulness as a mechanism for reducing recidivism and maintaining public safety remains
open to question. Moreover, if risk assessments are not used or if they fail to identify the highest-risk groups,
probation resources may be misdirected. For example, counties without access to high-quality risk
information may rely more heavily on higher-cost incarceration strategies in cases where lower-cost
alternatives may be adequate.
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Standardizing Definitions and Measures

A third area for improvement, one that is sometimes contentious, is the effort to standardize definitions and
outcome measures. Standardizing the terminology used across counties and across agencies would allow the
state to capitalize on the knowledge gained by individual counties as they put a variety of approaches into
practice. As indicated above, the legislature mandated that the Board of State and Community Corrections
address this issue, and this work is commencing at the BSCC. In spite of these developments, however, there

is still widespread disagreement concerning the definition of key measures.

Recidivism. Perhaps the topic that generates the greatest degree of contention is the measurement of
recidivism. Recidivism rates can vary widely according to whether arrests, convictions, or returns to custody
are used to determine whether an individual has recidivated. Recidivism rates will also vary with the length
of the follow-up period under consideration. Re-arrests, re-convictions, and returns to custody each reveal
something different about the intersection between offender behaviors and local justice system practices.
Hence, the key to creating a comprehensive system for evaluating recidivism is for counties and the state to
collect data at each step along the path. Using this “building block” approach will allow maximal flexibility
for calculating a full array of recidivism measures. Because the state, the CPOC, or law enforcement groups
may favor one definition over others, it should be routine to collect data that facilitate the construction of

multiple measures over different observational periods.

Intervention. Attempts to standardize definitions in other areas can be equally problematic. In particular,
what counts as an “intervention” can be the source of considerable ambiguity. If programs are not directly
designed to reduce recidivism, are they truly interventions? For example, individuals might be assigned to
an alternative custody program in which jail inmates are released from custody to work on roadside litter
collection crews. Is the central goal of this program to reduce recidivism, or is it a mechanism for relieving
pressure on the jail population? Is it fair to assess such a program for its effect on recidivism when

recidivism reduction is not the goal of the program?

Program components matter as well. For example, the components of a “life skills” class may vary widely
from place to place, but these classes may be grouped together and judged as one form of treatment. Thus,
”apples to apples” comparisons are not just a concern when comparing offenders, but also when comparing
treatment programs. In order to appropriately judge the effectiveness of particular interventions, we not only
need to know the characteristics of the participants, but we also need to ensure that interventions are defined
and implemented consistently within and across counties. Whereas some established correctional
interventions benefit from a great deal of definitional consensus (e.g., cognitive behavioral therapy), more
loosely defined interventions, along with local innovations supported under realignment, present challenges
to collecting standardized data. Service providers in several counties have raised concerns that high-quality
programs may be lumped together with lower-quality programs of the same type, resulting in findings that
underestimate the effectiveness of their programs. Settling on common definitions for intervention types will
be challenging, but will ultimately benefit the state by enabling researchers to generalize findings from one

context to the next.
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Upgrading Information Technology Systems

Many county information technology (IT) systems will require improvements to enable the kind of data
collection, data linkage, and data extraction we have described. Counties may face one or more of the
following technical challenges: (1) they may be using programming languages that are no longer supported
or operating on systems that were built by companies that have gone out of business; (2) they may be using
systems that were purchased “off the shelf,” and hence reliant on vendors and additional funds for system
upgrades; or (3) they may be using locally developed systems that may not be integrated across agencies.

For counties with outdated programming languages or systems from vendors who have gone out of
business, finding staff who are capable of making program changes can be very difficult. With these systems,
seemingly simple tasks such as extracting data and producing a list of specific offender subpopulations may
require substantial effort. Overall data storage capacity can also be a problem with aging information
systems. For example, the systems may allow a limited number of data elements to be captured, and thus
adding a new field might require removing an existing one. If it is not possible to make adequate program
changes, counties with outdated systems will eventually need to invest in newer systems.

In counties with newer, locally developed systems, technologically altering the system for new purposes
may be relatively easy. However, to execute these upgrades, agency administrators must agree on the
alterations, define the alterations clearly for programmers, devote resources for staff programming time,
and, in some cases, provide additional training for end users. Similarly, in counties with “off-the-shelf”
systems, upgrades may be technically straightforward, but they may require expensive contracting
arrangements with vendors and close project oversight.

In cases where counties are in the process of converting old IT systems or adding new components, they
should be encouraged to fully and systematically upgrade their systems so as to be able to capture and
exchange relevant data. In particular, the adoption of new electronic case management systems in probation
departments presents an opportunity for capturing critically important individual-level data on service
referrals, participation, and outcomes.
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The State’s Role in Supporting
County Improvements

In the preceding section, we made four recommendations for improving the quality and availability of
corrections data: (1) capture the relevant data, (2) link data across systems, (3) standardize definitions of key
measures, and (4) upgrade information technology systems to make the collection, sharing, and extraction of
data easier and more effective. Here we focus on the state role in supporting these county improvements,
and provide examples of how these efforts could be funded.

Given its legislative mandate, the BSCC could assume responsibility for coordinating the implementation
of these improvements. In response to prison overcrowding, and to meet the increased need for county jails
after the implementation of realignment, the state passed AB 900 and SB 1022 to fund the expansion and
enhancement of local correctional facilities. The BSCC administered the process of allocating these funds.
We recommend a similar state investment to enhance the technological capacity for data-driven strategies
and evidence-based practices at the county level. Unlike the long-term operational costs associated with
expanded jail capacity, these targeted IT changes would be short-term efforts to support counties in
enhancing their data infrastructure. And, unlike the unsuccessful attempt to develop a statewide system for
court case management, these technological improvements would be “grassroots” in nature. Given a well-
designed and standardized set of project requirements, participating counties could not only improve their
internal capacity but could also contribute a standardized set of data elements to a state-level research
database. This state-level coordination would maximize the opportunity for counties to share findings and
allow the state to evaluate the statewide effects of realignment on recidivism and public safety outcomes.
A voluntary and competitive grant program would allow the state to provide guidance to counties as they
design their data infrastructure improvements, ensuring that new data collection systems meet minimum
standards and reporting requirements.

In addition to state funding, federal funds might also be identified to support these efforts. For example, the
federal Edward Byrne Memorial Justice Assistance Grant (JAG) program includes “Planning, evaluation,
and technological improvements” as one of the seven major JAG funding categories. In recent years,
however, only 8 to 12 percent of JAG funds nationwide have gone into this area.’? In the past, California has
opted to use these funds primarily to support the Marijuana Suppression Program, the Campaign Against
Marijuana Planting program, and multi-community crime task forces. The fact that evaluation and
technological improvements are presented as funding areas in competition with programs and direct
services, rather than as integral components of the corrections system, may explain why this category has
received such a small share of JAG funding. The state could take a more active role in directing a share of
each JAG award for county planning, evaluation, and technological improvements. With this integrated
approach, the state could maintain flexibility in prioritizing specific program areas, while still expanding
county capacity for data-driven practices.

Adopting this latter approach would also be consistent with national trends. For example, a recent report by
New York University’s Brennan Center for Justice has recommended that when allocating JAG funds, the

12 Program areas for JAG funding include (1) law enforcement; (2) prosecution, court, and defense; (3) prevention and education programs; (4)
corrections and community corrections; (5) drug treatment and enforcement; (6) crime victim and witness initiatives; and (7) planning,
evaluation, and technology improvement.
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U.S. Department of Justice should not only adopt “success-oriented” performance measures but should also
encourage recipients to use funds to implement the data collection systems necessary to gather the
information and to construct the proposed measures. The report also recommends that the U.S. Department
of Justice should “provide as much technical assistance and training as possible to recipients,” noting that
“this would make reporting on performance far easier” (Chettiar et al. 2013).

Last, although this report focuses on policy issues related to AB 109, the data priorities we present and the
recommendations we make will be applicable to future criminal justice practice reforms. The legislature may
wish to revise future corrections funding models to reward counties for adopting practices that save the state
money while maintaining public safety. If so, we recommend that the state begin investing in improvements
that enable counties to track offenders, intervention strategies, and recidivism outcomes.
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Conclusion

Enacted in response to a series of federal court rulings and occurring in the midst of a state budget crisis,
AB 109 represents a significant shift in responsibilities from the state to the counties. It has been
characterized as “the biggest penal experiment in modern history” (Santos 2013). This experiment has led
to the adoption of a wide range of county strategies and has created a unique opportunity to make significant
advances in reducing recidivism, increasing public safety, and conserving public resources. As it stands, the
state has announced its commitment to these goals and its intent to meet them by relying more heavily on
evidence-based practices, but many challenges remain before counties can evaluate their progress toward

achieving these goals.

The central problem is that community corrections practitioners lack the necessary information to make the
best service and sanctioning decisions. Local-level policymakers lack objective data on program performance
that could be used to direct course adjustments, and officials at the state level do not know whether the
funds they have provided to counties are yielding the outcomes envisioned under realignment.

Acquisition of the data necessary to identify effective practices is a goal that is within reach. However, it will
require counties to make improvements in four areas: capturing data, linking data across systems,
standardizing definitions, and upgrading technology to facilitate extraction of data for multiple purposes.
Addressing these obstacles will require leadership and a directed use of available resources. But, if counties
can make these adjustments, there will be significant benefits, including an improved ability to identify the
most effective strategies and target resources toward those correctional interventions, an expanded base of
evidence to support difficult policy choices, and an increased ability to share successful interventions. For
the state as a whole, increasing the capacity for data-driven practices at the county level will result in a more
efficient, effective, and sustainable corrections system. It will also enable the state to better track the overall
results of realignment and to more easily implement incentive-based funding in the future.
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