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Environmental Corrections—
A New Paradigm for Effective

Probation and Parole Supervision

Only a small percentage of men have to go
back to prison. I think that many convicted
fellows deserve another chance. However,
we not only have to play fair with the fel-
low who’s gotten bad breaks, but we must
also consider the rights of taxpayers and our
duties toward them. We don’t want any-
one in jail who can make good [quoted in
Robinson, 2001, p. 32].

—Lou Gehrig, Member, New York

City Parole Commission, 1940—1941

Member, National Baseball Hall

of Fame

MOST AMERICANS—SUCH as the
late Lou Gehrig in the last year of his life—
manifest ambivalence about imprisoning
one’s “fellows.” At times, opinion polls show
that the public favors lengthy prison terms for
offenders (Cullen, Fisher, and Applegate,
2000; Jacoby and Cullen, 1998). After all, the
seven-fold increase in state and federal prison
populations since 1970 has provoked only
muted citizen opposition. And in several
states the public have enthusiastically passed
“three-strikes-and-you’re out” laws (Turner,
Sundt, Applegate, and Cullen, 1995; Zimring,
Hawkins, and Kamin, 2001). Still, surveys also
reveal that most Americans see prisons as
potential schools of crime and doubt their
deterrent effect. They are against merely ware-
housing offenders, and instead favor expand-
ing rehabilitation programs. If offenders are
not dangerous, Americans are willing to see
if these wayward “fellows”—the ones who
have “gotten bad breaks” as Lou Gehrig put
it—can make it in the community (Applegate,
Cullen, and Fisher, 1997; Cullen et al., 2000;
Turner, Cullen, Sundt, and Applegate, 1997).
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In fact, it is probably misleading to see
prison and probation/parole as a strictly zero-
sum phenomenon. For individual offenders,
of course, the “in/out” decision—whether or
not one goes to or is released from prison—
is experienced as a zero-sum gaining or loss
of freedom. But on a broad policy level, the
growth of the incarcerated population to over
2 million offenders has not been accompa-
nied by a commensurate reduction in the size
of those under community supervision
(Petersilia, 1997). As Petersilia (1997) shows,
between 1980 and 1995 prison populations
grew 237 percent; the comparable increase for
parole was 218 percent and for probation was
177 percent. Numerically, the increase for
probation—over 3 million—was about triple
the 1.078 million increase for prisons. Fur-
thermore, the number of convicted offend-
ers under community supervision—which
increased an average of 3.6 percent between
1990 and 2000—now stands at over 4.6 mil-
lion. This statistic includes 725,500 offenders
on parole and over 3.8 on probation (Bureau
of Justice Statistics, 2001).

The sheer number of offenders on proba-
tion and parole has created a crisis that, in
many jurisdictions, is characterized by the
twin problems of flat or shrinking resources
and rising caseloads—estimated to be an of-
fender-officer ratio of 30 to 1 for parole and
175 to 1 for probation (Camp and Camp,
1999; Petersilia, 1997, 2002; Reinventing Pro-
bation Council, 2000). This problem is daunt-
ing and, on one level or another, undoubtedly
is implicated in any assessment of commu-
nity supervision. For our purposes, however,
we will suspend this broad contextual reality

for much of our essay. Instead, we want to
focus on the closely related, but analytically
separate, issue of the effectiveness of probation
and parole supervision. Simply put, if on any
given day, 4.6 million convicted offenders are
in our midst, one must question whether this
is a wise policy to pursue. More precisely, the
concern is whether we are supervising these
offenders in the most efficacious way possible.
Our main thesis is that the current practice
of community supervision could potentially be
improved, perhaps dramatically, by adopting a
new paradigm—a new way of thinking—about
how best to supervise offenders on probation and
parole; we call this paradigm environmental
corrections. But we do not wish to get too far
ahead of ourselves, so let us pause for a mo-
ment before revisiting this matter in consid-
erable detail.

The Need to Reinvent
Community Supervision

At present, American criminologists hold two
incompatible views of probation and parole.
First, most criminologists—representing a
liberal or progressive position—see commu-
nity supervision as the lesser of two evils: at
least it is better than incarceration! There is
no agenda as to how probation and parole
might be accomplished more effectively.
Rather, value inheres in community supervi-
sion only—or mainly—because it is not
prison. In this scenario, prisons are depicted
as costly and inhumane. They are seen as caus-
ing crime in two ways: by making those placed
behind bars more criminogenic and by so dis-
rupting communities—especially minority
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communities that lose high percentages of
young males to incarceration—as to exacer-
bate crime’s root causes (e.g., increase insti-
tutional disorganization) (see, more generally,
Rose and Clear, 1998). Probation and parole
are embraced because they are a lesser form
of what Clear (1994) calls “penal harm”—a
lesser form of the state’s intervention into the
lives of offenders. In this viewpoint, the more
radical the state’s non-intervention, the bet-
ter (more generally, see Cullen and Gendreau,
2001; Travis and Cullen, 1984).

Second, a minority of criminologists—
representing a conservative position—sees
community supervision as an evil. John
Dilulio is perhaps most noted for warning
about the risks of failing to incarcerate offend-
ers (Bennett, Dilulio, and Walters, 1996;
Dilulio, 1994a, 1994b; Logan and Dilulio,
1992; see also, Piehl and Dilulio, 1995). For
Dilulio, probation and premature parole are
dangerous policies that allow not only petty
offenders but also chronic and potentially vio-
lent offenders to continue their criminality.
The social injustice of this policy, he claims,
is that the victims of these offenders are dis-
proportionately poor and minority inner-city
residents; prisons, he says, “save black lives”
(Dilulio, 1994a). He tells, for example, a
“Philadelphia crime story,” in which a cap on
the local jail population by a federal judge led
to offenders being given pre-trial release. The
consequence, according to Dilulio (1994b, p.
A21), was that “9,732 arrestees out on the
street on pre-trial release because of her prison
cap were arrested on second charges, includ-
ing 79 murders, 90 rapes, 701 burglaries, 959
robberies, 1,113 assaults, 2,215 drug offenses
and 2,745 thefts.” The statistics nationally are
even more startling. Writing with William
Bennett and John Walters, Dilulio observes
that convicted offenders in the community
“do tremendous numbers of serious crimes,
including a frightening fraction of all mur-
ders” (Bennett et al., 1996, p. 105). In 1991,
for example, the 162,000 offenders who vio-
lated probation—who averaged 17 months
under supervision in the community—were
convicted of “6,400 murders, 7,400 rapes,
10,400 assaults, and 17,000 robberies”
(Bennett et al., 1996, p. 105).

In a way, these two competing perspectives
capture “realities” that are both correct. On
the one hand, it is foolish to diminish the very
real public-safety risk that offenders pose who
are released into the community—to “deny
their pathology” as Elliott Currie (1985) once
putit. Research from life-course criminology

now shows persuasively that there is a group
of persistent offenders; some members of this
group commit a few crimes annually and some
a great number, but virtually all are lawless
enough to be arrested and potentially incar-
cerated (see, e.g., Benson, 2002; see also, Piehl
and Dilulio, 1995; Spelman, 2000). In this con-
text, for 1992 the Bureau of Justice Statistics
estimated that 17 percent of all those arrested
for felonies were currently on probation
(Petersilia, 1997, p. 183). In state prisons, al-
most 3 in 10 offenders were on probation when
arrested; a similar proportion of death-row
inmates report committing murder while they
were on either probation or parole (Petersilia,
1997, p. 183). Only 43 percent of those under
community supervision complete probation
and parole successfully. Further, even dis-
counting plea-bargaining and past criminal
records, half of those on probation (52 per-
cent) were placed on community supervision
for committing a felony offense (Bureau of
Justice Statistics, 2001).

On the other hand, it is equally foolish to
imagine that prisons are the sole solution to
crime (Clear, 1994; Currie, 1998; Petersilia,
1992). In fact, it may be that the nation’s
thirty-year “imprisonment binge” (Irwin and
Austin, 1994) is close to exhausting itself.
Faced with spending $30 billion a year to ad-
minister correctional institutions, states are
now “reversing a 20-year trend toward ever-
tougher criminal laws—quietly rolling back
some of their most stringent anticrime mea-
sures, including those imposing mandatory
minimum sentences and forbidding early
parole” (Butterfield, 2001; see also, Jasper,
2001). Furthermore, if prisons reduce crime,
it seems likely that this is achieved mainly
through incapacitation, not deterrence
(Spelman, 2000; more generally, compare
Lynch, 1999 with Nagin, 1998). There is be-
ginning evidence, for example, that the longer
offenders stay in prison, the higher their re-
cidivism rate is when they are released
(Gendreau, Goggin, Cullen, and Andrews,
2000). There also is research suggesting that
compared to those imprisoned, reoffending
is equal, if not lower, among those who are
placed on probation (Cullen, Pratt, Miceli,
and Moon, 2002; Petersilia and Turner, 1986;
see also, Sampson and Laub, 1993). These
findings are inconsistent with the view that
prisons specifically deter offenders.

Where, then, do these various consider-
ations leave us? First, in contrast to the de-
sires of conservative commentators, the
stubborn reality is that most offenders will not

be incarcerated but will be placed under
community supervision. And among those
who are locked up, a high proportion will re-
enter society in a reasonably short period of
time—and perhaps more criminogenic than
they were before being imprisoned (Petersilia,
1999; Lynch and Sabol, 2001; Travis, Solomon,
and Waul, 2001). Second, in contrast to the
implicitly rosy portrait that liberals often paint
of the criminally wayward, many of these of-
fenders placed in the community will be occa-
sional, if not high-rate, offenders. In short, we
are left with the inescapable necessity of super-
vising many potentially active, if not dangerous,
offenders in the community.

In this light, it is odd how little liberal com-
mentators have had to say about the “tech-
nology” of offender supervision—that is, how
to do it more effectively. They have remained
silent for 30 years on methods of improving
community-based supervision. In part, this
silence represents a larger rejection of the so-
cial welfare role in corrections (Cullen and
Gendreau, 2001), and the belief that the two
sides of the probation/parole officer role—
treatment and control—are in inherent con-
flict and render officers ineffective in their
efforts to improve offenders (Rothman,
1980). Again, liberals have endorsed proba-
tion mainly as an alternative to prison, and
what it should involve—its specific compo-
nents—has been beside the point. We should
note that in response to this failure to articu-
late a clear progressive vision of probation and
parole, there is now a beginning movement
to “reinvent” offender supervision under the
name of “community justice” or the “broken
windows” model (Clear, 1996; Clear and
Corbett, 1999; Reinventing Probation Coun-
cil, 2000). This revisionist thinking is note-
worthy, however, precisely because it remains
the exception to the rule (see also, Nevers,
1998; Leaf, Lurigio, and Martin, 1998).

In contrast, beginning in the 1980s, con-
servative commentators had much to say about
how to “reform” community supervision:
purge it of its social welfare functions and in-
crease its policing and deterrence functions.
We will revisit this matter soon, but we will
give advance notice that this prescription has
been detrimental to the practice of commu-
nity supervision. It is a failed model (see, e.g.,
Cullen, Wright, and Applegate, 1996; Fulton,
Latessa, Stuchman, and Travis, 1997;
Gendreau, Cullen, and Bonta, 1994; Gendreau,
Goggin, Cullen, and Andrews, 2000).

To reiterate, then, the purpose of the cur-
rent paper is to suggest a new paradigm or strat-
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egy for improving the community supervision
of offenders. Our effort, we believe, is both
modest and promising. Our admission of
modesty comes from the realization that we
are, after all, proposing a conceptual frame-
work, not a set of intervention techniques al-
ready proven to “work” in the real world. But
despite their inherent limitations, new frame-
works hold promise because they open up
fresh possibilities of doing things; they are
often a necessary, albeit not a sufficient, con-
dition for change. In developing a different
paradigm or way of thinking for probation
and parole, we hope to provide advice where
liberals have offered none and provide better
advice than that furnished by conservatives.

The main premise of this enterprise is that
effective correctional intervention must be
based on effective criminological research and
theory (see also, Andrews and Bonta, 1998).
In this regard, we propose to borrow core in-
sights from environmental criminology—a
theory that links crime causation and crime
reduction to the presence or absence of op-
portunities to offend—and to explore its im-
plications for probation and parole
supervision. In short, we wish to move toward
a paradigm of environmental corrections.

Such an environmental approach will be
novel but not fully new. Ideas often emerge
simultaneously, though set forth in different
contexts and with different emphases. The
“community justice” or “broken windows”
model mentioned just above foreshadows
many of the insights we offer in this essay.
Building on the ideas of community polic-
ing, problem-oriented policing, and a “bro-
ken windows” view of neighborhood
disorder, a community justice model advo-
cates probation/parole supervision that is
proactive, neighborhood-based, linked to
community groups and other justice agencies,
restorative to victims, and concentrated in
places where most crime occurs (for discus-
sions of this model and related ideas, see
Clear, 1996; Clear and Corbett, 1999; Karp
and Clear, 2000, Kurki, 2000; Reinventing
Probation Council, 2000). The clearest point
of overlap between “community justice” cor-
rections and environmental corrections is that
both approaches believe that in supervising
offenders, probation and parole officers should
be problem solvers, sensitive to the places in
which crime occurs, and enlist the assistance
of both experts and residents in attempts to
reduce crime events from transpiring.

The distinctiveness of environmental cor-
rections is that its focus is, at once, more lim-

ited and more precise. Community justice is
a broader paradigm that seeks to change the
fundamental nature of corrections and, more
generally, criminal justice—just as, for ex-
ample, the rehabilitative ideal did during the
Progressive Era and the “get tough” move-
ment has more recently (Clear, 1994; Cullen
and Gilbert, 1982; Rothman, 1980). Environ-
mental corrections is compatible with the
multifaceted shift inherent in the call for com-
munity justice, but it also can be part of a
more incremental effort to reform existing
community supervision. The key aspect of en-
vironmental corrections is not its revolution-
ary character but its novel use of the insights of
environmental criminology to illuminate how
correctional supervision can lower recidivism by
reducing offenders’ opportunities to offend. Ad-
vocates of community justice have offered
similar insights (see, especially, Clear, 1996;
Clear and Corbett, 1999), but they have
stopped short of calling for a systematic envi-
ronmental corrections that is explicitly tied to
environmental criminology.

In the current essay, we follow the admo-
nition of the Reinventing Probation Coun-
cil, which advised that “probation agencies
must start thinking outside the box for public
safety, and design supervision strategies and
programs for crime prevention and commu-
nity betterment” (2000, p. 19; emphasis in
original). We begin by discussing the central
ingredients in crime and then make the
commonsensical observation that, to reduce
recidivism, community supervision must “do
something about” each of these ingredients.
Our special concern is with one of these in-
gredients—opportunity—and with how envi-
ronmental criminology provides a theoretical
framework for reconceptualizing the specific
goals and means of offender supervision. This
approach does require probation and parole
agencies to “think outside the box,” but not
in ways that are counterintuitive or profes-
sionally demeaning. Instead, environmental
criminology sees the insights of practitioners
as integral to any effort to creatively redesign
community supervision so that it makes the
choice of returning to crime more difficult
and less enticing.

Crime in the Making—
Propensity and Opportunity

For a criminal event to occur, two ingredi-
ents must converge in time and space: first,
there must be a “motivated offender”—a per-
son who has the propensity to commit the

criminal act. Second, the person harboring a
criminal propensity must have the opportu-
nity to commit a crime (Cohen and Felson,
1979; Felson, 1998). This simple idea—that
the recipe for making a criminal act is pro-
pensity and opportunity—holds potentially
profound and complex implications for how
to reduce crime. These implications have sel-
dom been systematically or scientifically ex-
plored within corrections.

What Works with Propensity

Following the publication of Robert
Martinson’s (1974) classic review of research
suggesting that treatment programs had “no
appreciable effect” on recidivism, it became
widely believed that “nothing works” in cor-
rections (Cullen and Gilbert, 1982). Fortu-
nately, this position is no longer tenable
(Cullen, 2002; Cullen and Gendreau, 2000,
2001; MacKenzie, 2000). Research from avail-
able meta-analysis is now incontrovertible
that correctional intervention programs—
especially in the community—reduce recidi-
vism (see, e.g., Andrews, Zinger, Hoge, Bonta,
Gendreau, and Cullen, 1990; Lipsey, 1992;
Lipsey and Wilson, 1998; Losel, 1995;
Redondo, Sanchez-Meca, and Garrido, 1999).
These programs are especially effective in re-
ducing reoffending when they are consistent
with certain principles of effective interven-
tion (Andrews, 1995; Gendreau, 1996; see
also, Lurigio, 2000; Prendergast, Anglin, and
Wellisch, 1995; Taxman, 2000). Such prin-
ciples include: 1) using cognitive-behavioral
interventions within the context of multi-
modal programs; 2) targeting for change the
known predictors of recidivism; 3) focusing
on higher-risk offenders; 4) applying a suffi-
cient dosage of treatment; and 5) providing
appropriate aftercare.

The point here is that we are moving to-
ward evidence-based corrections in which we
have a good idea of the programmatic prin-
ciples that induce offender change (Cullen
and Gendreau, 2000; MacKenzie, 2000). The
challenge is for probation and parole agen-
cies to create programs based on the prin-
ciples of effective intervention or to be
“brokers” in which they place offenders into
such programs as a core part of their correc-
tional supervision requirements. The failure
to attack offenders’ propensity for crime
through such programming no longer can be
excused. Not doing so jeopardizes not only
the offenders’ chance for reform but also pub-
lic safety. These assertions are strongly stated,
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but the knowledge base on “what works” in
treatment is sufficiently developed that it is
simply inexcusable 1) to use unproven inter-
vention techniques or 2) to neglect treating
offenders entirely (Gendreau et al., 1994).
The main thrust of this paper, however, is
not with how probation and parole agencies
should seek to reduce offenders’ criminal pro-
pensities. As the literature cited above indi-
cates, this issue is being addressed
systematically and empirically. Instead, our
chief interest is in the other ingredient to
crime: access to the opportunity to offend.

What Does Not Work
with Opportunity

From the beginning period in which commu-
nity supervision was invented (Rothman,
1980), it was understood that “supervision”
involved both trying to change offenders for
the better and acting as an external source of
control that, backed up by the threat of revo-
cation, tried to keep offenders away from
“trouble.” When placed in the community,
offenders often were given lists of “conditions”
that spelled out the kind of situations they must
avoid, including, for example, not frequent-
ing bars, not having contact with criminal as-
sociates, and not carrying a weapon. There
were also prescriptions of what offenders could
do, such as staying employed and attending
school. Embedded within these probation and
parole “conditions” was the assumption that
“going straight” was facilitated by offenders
avoiding situations where opportunities for
crime were present and frequenting situations
where opportunities for crime were absent.
Unfortunately, this core insight was never fully
developed to its logical conclusion: the idea
that a fundamental goal of community super-
vision was to plan systematically with each of-
fender on how precisely to reduce his or her
opportunities for wayward conduct.

As will be explored shortly in greater deal,
opportunity reduction involves, among other
factors, problem solving—that is, figuring out
how to keep offenders away from situations
in which trouble inheres. This approach re-
quires, fundamentally, changing the nature of
supervision. In contrast, efforts from the 1980s
to the present to “intensively supervise” of-
fenders—the deterrence-oriented “reform”
advocated by conservatives—have sought
mainly to change the amount of supervision.
This strategy is akin to a police crackdown
on crime in hopes of increasing the risk of
detection or arrest as opposed to using police

resources to solve the problems fostering
neighborhood crime; even if the crackdown
works for a specific period or for specific of-
fenders, the effects tend to wear off over time
because the underlying problems are not ad-
dressed. In any event, whether the literature
involves narrative reviews, meta-analyses, or
randomized experimental evaluations, the
results are clear in showing that deterrence-
oriented intensive supervision simply does
not reduce recidivism (see, for example, Byrne
and Pattavina, 1992; Cullen and Gendreau,
2000; Cullen et al., 2002; Cullen et al., 1996;
Fulton et al., 1997; Gendreau et al., 1994;
Gendreau, Goggin, Cullen, and Andrews,
2000; Gendreau, Goggin, and Fulton, 2000;
MacKenzie, 2000; Petersilia, 1998; Petersilia
and Turner, 1993). “There is no solid evi-
dence,” as Travis et al. (2001, p. 21) put it,
“that solely increasing parole supervision will
result in fewer crimes.”

The weakness in the intensive supervision
approach—the “pee ’em and see ’em” model
as some officers call it—is that it is based on a
crude understanding of crime. Efforts to spe-
cifically deter offenders through uncertain and
distant threats of punishment are notoriously
ineffective (Cullen et al., 2002). It may seem
like good “common sense” that more intense
monitoring would increase the deterrent ca-
pacity of community supervision. But its ef-
fects are diminished by two factors: it does not
do much to change the underlying propensity
to offend and it does not do much to change
the structure of opportunities that induce “mo-
tivated offenders” to recidivate. In short, the
two key ingredients to making crime—pro-
pensity and opportunity—are not transformed
by increasing the amount of supervision. A new
theory of supervision is needed—one that
shows how to change the nature of supervi-
sion. It is to the conceptual building blocks of
this approach that we now turn.

Building Environmental
Corrections—Learning From
Environmental Criminology

Most criminological theories try to explain
crime by variation in offender motivation and
assume that criminal opportunities are ubiq-
uitous. Environmental criminological theo-
ries, however, assume that the driving force
behind crime is opportunity, because motiva-
tions to commit crimes, though variable, are
common. In short, environmental criminolo-
gists believe that if you create an opportunity
to commit crime, someone will eventually

come to take advantage of it. To use an anal-
ogy from the baseball movie starring Kevin
Costner, Field of Dreams: If you “build it"—
in this case, a crime opportunity—offenders
will “come.”

A Core Theoretical Proposition

The insight from environmental criminology
that opportunity is a salient criminogenic risk
factor has important implications for the prac-
tice of corrections. If risk factors for crime are
left untouched—or are targeted for change in
ineffective ways—then offenders’ chances of
recidivating are increased. Conversely, effective
correctional interventions have shown that they
target and then change the risk factors underly-
ing criminal behavior (Andrews and Bonta,
1998). Building on this insight, we offer the core
proposition to our new paradigm of “environ-
mental corrections”: The effectiveness of proba-
tion and parole supervision will be increased to
the extent that officers systematically work with
offenders, family and community members, and
the police to reduce the extent to which offenders
are tempted by and come into contact with op-
portunities for crime. We suggest that the inef-
fectiveness of community supervision has, at
least in part, been due to the failure to impact
offenders’ access to criminal opportunities.

Environmental Criminology

To develop a new approach to community
correctional supervision, it is prudent to draw
on that branch of the field that studies crime
opportunities—a set of perspectives now
grouped under the umbrella of environmental
criminology. Scholarship in this area is both
diverse and growing, and only its key compo-
nents can be summarized here (for a more ex-
tensive review, see Bottoms, 1994). In this
regard, four principles guide environmental
criminology. First, offenders, like all people,
are constrained in their movements by their
daily routines and streetscapes, and these con-
strained movements bring offenders into con-
tact with possible crime opportunities. Second,
locations vary in the opportunities for crime
they present to people with an inclination to
commit crimes. Third, offenders, like all
people, read their environments for clues as to
what types of behavior are feasible. And fourth,
offenders, like all people, make choices based
on their perceptions of rewards, risk, effort, and
ability to be “excused.”

In short, environmental criminology in-
vestigates how offenders interact with their
world and the consequences—including
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criminal acts—of these interactions. Three
important variants of this approach can be
found in the extant literature. We briefly re-
view these approaches here.

Offender Movement and Offender Search
Theory. Offender search theory is based in
the theories of transportation geography.
People have “nodes” of activities—homes,
schools, jobs, entertainment spots, shopping
places, and so forth—and they travel between
these nodes along routes. The routes and
nodes network create the backbone of a “tar-
get” search area—not unlike a search area for
a shopper except that the target is for crime
and not for purchasing goods or services.
Crime targets within sight of the routes and
nodes are vulnerable to attack.

Offender search theory predicts that of-
fenders look for targets around activity nodes
and close to travel routes between nodes. This
is called the “search area.” When the search
area overlaps with potential targets, there is a
heightened chance of a crime. Targets far
from search areas, however, have low prob-
abilities of being victimized, and offenders
moving through environments devoid of tar-
gets will get into little trouble.

Crime Hot Spots and Routine Activity
Theory. Offender search theory describes how
people’s routine movements structure the
way they identify crime opportunities. Al-
though it provides insight into those areas that
will have many crimes and those that will have
few crimes, this approach does not predict
which targets will be selected within these ar-
eas. Notably, the selection of specific places—
locations—for the commission of crimes
depends on a host of site-specific conditions
that, in combination, create an opportunity
structure. The result is that a few places are
repeatedly the sites of crime, whereas most
places have few or no crimes. This concen-
tration of crime at a few “hot spots” is similar
to the concentration of criminal activity in a
few repeat offenders.

What is it about places that make them ei-
ther seemingly immune to criminal predation
or the scene of repeated crimes? Routine ac-
tivity theory explains this phenomenon. Ac-
cording to this approach, crimes occur when
a “motivated offender” (a person with a pro-
pensity for crime) and an “attractive target”
come together at the same time and place, and
in the absence of people who are likely to pre-
vent a crime. The inner triangle in Figure 1
depicts the three necessary elements for a
crime to occur. Each of these three elements,
however, has a potential “controller”—a per-

FIGURE 1
Routine Activity Theory’s
Crime Triangles

Target/victim

Guardian

son (or people) whose role it is to protect
them (Felson, 1995). If a controller is present,
then the opportunity for crime either is di-
minished or vanishes.

Thus, “handlers” control potential offend-
ers. They are individuals with an emotional
bond with the offender and who act in ways
to keep the potential offender from offend-
ing. Parents, siblings, spouses, coaches, clergy,
neighbors, and friends can be handlers. Of-
fenders do not want handlers to know about
any of their misdeeds. For this reason, offend-
ers commit their crimes away from their han-
dlers. Not surprisingly, very active offenders
have few handlers in their lives, and these are
not particularly effective. We note in passing
that probation and parole officials can be con-
sidered “surrogate handlers.”

“Guardians” control or protect targets (or
potential victims, when the target is a person).
Owners of things are the primary guardians
of their property, though they may enlist oth-
ers to act as guardians. Friends, neighbors,
and colleagues protect each other from crimi-
nal predation, thus acting as guardians. Po-
lice officers can be considered surrogate
guardians. Offenders shun targets with strong
guardianship and seek targets with little or no
guardianship.

All places are owned and controlled by
someone or something. Owners, and their
hired employees, are “managers.” They are
responsible for the smooth functioning of the
place. Managers include store clerks, life-
guards, flight attendants, teachers in their
classrooms, bar tenders, librarians, and any-
one employed to work at a location. Offend-
ers avoid committing crimes against targets
at locations with active managers.

When considered in its entirety, routine
activity theory accounts for two important
facts about crime. First, it explains why crime
is extremely rare, given the ubiquity of crime

targets. For a crime to occur not only do the
three necessary elements have to come to-
gether at the same time, but also there must
be an absence of the three types of control-
lers. Such a combination of events occurs
more frequently than we would like, but it is
still relatively rare.

Second, it explains why crime is concen-
trated and, in fact, concentrated in three im-
portant ways. Thus, crime is concentrated
1) in relatively few offenders—“repeat offend-
ers”; 2) in relatively few victims—“repeat vic-
tims”; and 3) in a few places—repeat places
or “hot spots” of crime. In each form of con-
centration, the reason is the routine absence
of the three controllers when offenders meet
targets (Eck, 2001).

Offender Choices and Situational Preven-
tion. Environmental criminology rests on the
assumption that people—including offend-
ers—make choices about what actions to take,
given the circumstances they are in. This ob-
servation brings us to the third environmen-
tal criminological theory: situational crime
prevention. This theory posits that offenders
take into account four characteristics of situ-
ations: the possible rewards of offending; the
risks of being detected by handlers, guardians,
and managers; the effort it would take to at-
tack the target and escape detection by pos-
sible controllers; and the excuses one could
use to explain one’s actions (Clarke and
Homel, 1997). Environments may also be so
structured that they stimulate situational
motivations to offend (Wortley, 1997). In any
event, because the offender’s decision calcu-
lus takes place moments before a crime, an
intervention that occurs proximate to a crime
situation will be more effective in preventing
the given criminal act than a more distal in-
tervention. Furthermore, to the extent that
active offenders have impaired cognitive abili-
ties that make them more impulsive and take
less account of past messages and future con-
sequences, then situational prevention poten-
tially has its greatest influence on the most
troublesome people.

Practical Implications

Although useful in other ways, many
criminological theories identify sources of
crime—often called “root causes” (e.g., in-
equality)—that provide few practical insights
on how to prevent crime in the here and now.
Environmental criminology is distinctive,
however, in its identification of key elements
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of criminal acts that, at least potentially, are
more amenable to manipulation. In particu-
lar, it focuses on factors proximate and inte-
gral to the criminal act—on factors that must
converge in time and space or the crime will
not occur. Accordingly, this perspective has
more immediate practical implications on
how to reduce criminal activity. Briefly put,
crime is prevented by ensuring that offend-
ers and targets do not converge at the same
place and, if they do, that control or guard-
ianship is present. Although we lack the space
to review the research studies here, there is
now voluminous evidence that policing and
private interventions based on the principles
of environmental criminology can achieve
meaningful reductions in crime (see, e.g., Eck,
2002; Felson, 1998.).

A New Paradigm for
Correctional Supervision

Probation and Parole Officers
as Problem Solvers

Recidivism is due to offenders’ retaining
criminogenic motivation or propensity and
their having access to opportunities for crime.
Thus, to reduce reoffending, an important
task for a probation or parole agency is to
provide or place offenders into treatment pro-
grams, based on the principles of effective
rehabilitation, that diminish their propensity
for crime (Gendreau et al., 1994). The other
task, however, is for probation and parole
officers to reduce offenders’ access to crime
opportunities. In many agencies, this challenge
will involve reconceptualizing the very nature
of what offender supervision entails.

Even before the movement toward con-
trol-oriented supervision in the 1980s, it was
common to distinguish two components of
the officer’s role: 1) as a counselor or human
services provider, and 2) as a controller who
“policed” offenders. As suggested previously,
the flaw in the policing function of probation
and parole officers was that it was based on
the erroneous assumptions that effective su-
pervision involved merely watching for and
reacting to instances of offender misconduct.
Much as in traditional law enforcement, they
were acting as “crime busters.” But as is well
known, policing is in the midst of a paradigm
shift that is transforming the role of police
officers from that of “arrest makers” to “crime
preventers” (Eck and Spelman, 1987).
Whereas traditional enforcement involved
vehicle patrols and reacting to reports of

criminal incidents, problem-oriented polic-
ing values gaining knowledge or understand-
ing about crime patterns (e.g., through
mapping and other forms of analysis) and
intervening proactively to prevent future
criminal incidents from occurring. Opportu-
nity blocking is the core technology of prob-
lem-oriented policing. Research suggests that
problem-oriented policing is efficacious in
lowering crime (Braga, Weisburd, Waring,
Mazerolle, Spelman, and Gajewski, 1999;
Sherman and Eck, 2002).

In this context, we are proposing that pro-
bation and parole officers reconceptualize their
supervision function as involving not only
watching and busting offenders but also prob-
lem solving. The key problem to solve, of
course, is how to reduce offenders’ access to
criminal opportunities. This challenge is
daunting but worth the effort: Given that op-
portunity is a major risk factor in reoffending,
the failure to “pay attention” to opportunity
reduction will increase the likelihood of recidi-
vism and endanger public safety.

Reconceptualizing Supervision

At this juncture, we are going to offer ideas on
what supervision oriented toward opportunity
reduction might entail. These suggestions are
informed, though not exclusively, by the con-
cepts and insights of environmental crimino-
logical theories. We recognize that the
recommendations we offer might appear on first
blush—indeed, might be—“unrealistic,” given
the limited resources available. Regardless, al-
though we trust that some specifics we offer
might prove useful, our goal is to provoke a new
wave of thinking about what it would mean if
officers took seriously the task of keeping of-
fenders away from crime opportunities.
Assessment. Forward-looking agencies re-
alize that, as in medicine, treatment interven-
tions should be based on diagnosis.
Instruments to assess offenders’ risk and
needs, such as the Level of Supervision In-
ventory, are now being used to classify high-
risk offenders and to direct interventions
(Bonta, 1996). In a similar way, officers would
now complement risk-needs assessments with
a diagnosis of the role opportunity plays in the
probationer’s or parolee’s offending. Some in-
sights might be gained by mapping in detail
the locations (e.g., streets, bars) where past
offending has taken place. It might also be
useful to interview offenders and to use cog-
nitive intervention techniques, such as “se-
quencing,” in which offenders would

describe, in very concrete ways, the steps or
sequence of activities that lead them to search
for and select crime opportunities and/or to
wander into situations where “trouble hap-
pens.” Further, officers might attempt to map
out the routine activities of their supervisees
to see whether crime opportunities inhere in
their daily activities. Eventually, research
studies could be undertaken to develop a
“Crime Opportunity-Routine Activity Inven-
tory” and/or other methods that would in-
crease the ability of officers to assess how an
offender under supervision creates or comes
into contact with crime opportunities.

Working with Offenders. Informed by their
opportunity assessment—and, more broadly,
by environmental criminology—officers
would focus on three tasks. First, with indi-
vidual supervisees, they would try to disrupt
routine activities that increase crime opportuni-
ties. As opposed to broad supervision condi-
tions, such as “not associating with known
felons,” officers would seek to prohibit con-
tact with specific people (e.g., past co-offend-
ers), traveling on specific streets (e.g., outlined
on a map given to offenders), and access to
specific establishments (e.g., bars where trouble
often ensues). Second, behavioral change in-
volves not only extinguishing inappropriate
conduct, but also replacing it with preferred
alternatives. Officers thus might work with of-
fenders to develop daily “activity calendars”
scheduling prosocial activities (more generally,
see Spiegler and Guevremont, 1998, pp. 326-
327). This process might involve officers
“brokering” prosocial activities—that is, devel-
oping rosters of “things to do” in the commu-
nity or at home to lead offenders away from
crime opportunities. Third, officers would see
themselves not exclusively as “enforcing super-
vision conditions” but as handlers of offenders.
Although the threat of revocation—a formal
sanction—would necessarily loom in the back-
ground, the goal would be to exercise informal
social control over offenders. This would entail
using positive reinforcements for prosocial
routine activities and building a “bond” with
offenders. It might also involve taking what-
ever steps possible to increase the effort offend-
ers would have to expend to access crime
opportunities (e.g., challenging “excuses” for
being in a forbidden location, responding as
soon as possible when informed that an of-
fender deviated from an agreed-upon calen-
dar of activities).

Working with Family Members and the
Community. Ideally, officers would also at-
tempt to enlist an offender’s family, prosocial
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friends, and community members (e.g., min-
ister, teacher) to assist in designing an oppor-
tunity reduction plan. Recall that these people
are potential handlers of the offender. One
strategy would be to have a “problem-solv-
ing conference” in which offenders and those
in their intimate circle would jointly identify
problematic routines and places and decide
how these might be avoided. Because they
are close on a daily basis to offenders, such
intimates also might be able to supply posi-
tive reinforcements (e.g., praise, tickets to a
ballgame, favorite meal) if offenders fulfill a
“behavioral contract” to adhere to prosocial
routines. As a last resort, they also might as-
sist officers in knowing when offenders are
backsliding into routines and places that place
them at risk for crime.

Working with Community Place Managers.
Beyond those personally affiliated with offend-
ers, officers might develop relationships with
place managers in the community—from bar-
tenders, to store owners, to parking lot atten-
dants, to security guards, to police officers.
These place managers could be used to con-
tact probation and parole officers when offend-
ers are entering locations where, in the past,
trouble has emerged. The cooperation of place
managers should be requested strategically,
since many are unlikely to wish to be trans-
formed into generalized informants. It might
be possible, however, to secure their assistance
to help monitor when a specific offender en-
ters the place they are managing, especially if
the goal is to head off trouble and make the
managers’ task of guardianship easier.

Although designed to reduce gang-related
violence, Boston’s “Operation Night Light”
shows the potential impact of a probation-po-
lice model that is informed by environmental
criminology and problem-solving principles
(Corbett, Fitzgerald, and Jordan, 1998). In this
intervention, judges imposed conditions of
probation on specific offenders that included
curfews and geographic restrictions on where
youths could travel. Working in conjunction
with police on a Youth Violence Strike Force,
probation officers visit homes of targeted pro-
bationers in the evening hours and examine
locations where juveniles “hang out” (e.g.,
playgrounds, street corners). There was sug-
gestive evidence that the “Night Light” pro-
gram reduced gang-related violence (see also,
Morgan and Marrs, 1998).

In a similar vein, LEIN—the Law Enforce-
ment Information Network—might be used
to facilitate police assistance in opportunity
reduction for supervisees. Each state has a

system that allows police to check automo-
bile registration information as well as an
operator’s license and criminal history when
making a vehicle stop. Some jurisdictions
have mandated that when a person is involved
in a domestic crime, any “no contact” orders
be entered into LEIN so that police can be
aware of and enforce these orders. Other
professions now advocate the entry of pro-
bation conditions into LEIN so that police
know who is on community supervision, the
nature of their conditions of probation/pa-
role, and how to contact the supervising of-
ficer. Such a system would allow police to
assist in the enforcement of curfews and re-
strictions on where offenders are allowed to
travel or “hang out.”

Conclusion—What “Works”

in Community Supervision?
Corrections is entering an era of accountabil-
ity in which credibility and funding will hinge
increasingly on the ability of agencies to show
that its practices “work” or are effective. To

TABLE 1

Assessing Environmental Corrections:

achieve reductions in offending, agencies
would be wise to start with the realization that
criminal acts are the product of offenders’
propensity for crime and of their access to
opportunities for crime. There is now a siz-
able literature on “what works”—the prin-
ciples of effective treatment intervention—to
reduce criminogenic propensities (Cullen,
2002; Cullen and Gendreau, 2000). Equally
salient, research is clear on what does notrwork
with opportunity reduction: broad-based at-
tempts to monitor offenders (even intensely),
threaten them with punishment, and then
“bust” the “bad ones” (Cullen et al., 2002).
Taken together, these findings suggest two
conclusions. First, agencies should either
provide or serve as brokers for programs
based on the principles of effective interven-
tion. Second, a new paradigm—a new way
of thinking—is needed to replace the failed
paradigm that, in large part, has tried to use
scare tactics to keep offenders away from
crime opportunities. The purpose of this
paper has been to sketch the components of
this new approach to community supervi-

Some Basic Questions for Research and Evaluation

v Can and will offenders provide useful accounts of their normal activities—
including locations and situations with high crime opportunities and

many temptations?

v Can probation and parole authorities incorporate offender descriptions into

their supervision strategies?

v Can handlers, guardians, and place managers be identified prospectively
and enlisted in the community supervision of offenders?

v Under what circumstances can correctional authorities develop effective
partners with police and community-based institutions?

v Do offenders adjust their routine behaviors to circumvent environmental
corrections-based supervision? If so, in what ways? Can these be anticipated

and countered?

1 How effective are forms of environmental corrections compared to

its alternatives?

¥ With what types of offenders is environmental correction most effective?

The least effective?

v What is the cost of environmental corrections compared to its alternatives?
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sion—a paradigm that we have called envi-
ronmental corrections.

This name was carefully chosen, because
it is rooted in the belief that sound correc-
tional practices must be based on sound
criminology—that is, based on viable theo-
ries and evidence on what causes crime. In
this regard, environmental criminology has
provided important insights into how op-
portunity is implicated in crime. It follows,
we believe, that this knowledge can be used
to establish an environmental corrections in
which the key components of opportunity—
offender thinking, routines, handlers, place
management, and so on—are targeted for
explicit intervention by probation and pa-
role officers. A key aspect of this approach
is that opportunity will be curtailed not only
by threats of formal punishment for non-
compliance, but more importantly by prob-
lem-solving officers who seek to expand
informal control over offenders, to increase
the effort offenders must exert to access
crime opportunities, and to work with of-
fenders to restructure and fill their lives with
prosocial routines.

We recognize that translating theory into
practice is fraught with a host of difficulties,
not the least of which is that our ideas on re-
ducing crime opportunities are likely to be
labor intensive. In practical terms, this ap-
proach is likely to be cost effective primarily
with high-risk offenders, who already often
receive more intensive supervision. Further-
more, we have provided no hard data that our
proposals will prove effective. Evaluation re-
search will have to address a roster of issues—
which we attempt to list in Table 1—before
we can say that environmental corrections is
a viable paradigm. Even with these qualifica-
tions, however, we are bold enough to sug-
gest that environmental corrections holds
considerable promise as a means to inspire
new thinking and practice in the supervision
of probationers and parolees.
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