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A Corrections-Based Continuum of Effective
Drug Abuse Treatment

A summary of a presentation by Dr. James A. Inciardi, University of Delaware

Drug-involved offenders who participate in a continuum of
drug treatment — prison-based treatment followed by
treatment in a work-release center — have lower rates of
drug use and recidivism than drug-involved offenders
who participate in a shorter treatment program, according
to the preliminary findings of a study conducted by
researchers at the University of Delaware.

The findings indicate that at 18 months after release,
drug offenders who received 12–15 months of treatment
in prison followed by an additional 6 months of drug
treatment and job training were more than twice as likely
to be drug-free than offenders who received prison-based
treatment alone. Furthermore, offenders who received
both forms of treatment were much more likely than
offenders who received only prison-based treatment to be
arrest-free 18 months after their release (71 percent
compared to 48 percent).

Program overview
Prison-based treatment. The State of Delaware, with the
support of the Bureau of Justice Assistance, in 1987
established the Key, a prison-based treatment program
for drug-involved offenders at a men’s maximum security
prison. The Key is a therapeutic community, a self-
contained treatment environment separated from the
drugs and violence often found in prisons. The therapeu-
tic community model is based on the philosophy that drug
abuse is a disorder of the whole person and that treat-
ment should therefore focus on building an offender’s
self-esteem and changing his values and attitudes.

Delaware’s Department of Corrections immediately found
benefits in the program: the Key was the cleanest, safest,
most trouble-free section of the prison. The program now
is funded by the State and currently has 140 beds. All

participants are volunteers and are eligible if they are
within 18 months of their work-release dates or parole
eligibility.

Until 1994, Delaware did not have prison-based treat-
ment for drug-involved female offenders. With funding
from the Center for Substance Abuse Treatment, Univer-
sity of Delaware researchers in February 1994 initiated a
therapeutic community for women in a 50-bed facility at
the Women’s Correctional Institution in New Castle,
Delaware. The facility, called the WCI Village, now is near
full capacity.

Transitional care. Earlier studies of the effectiveness of
long-term residential treatment indicated that without
aftercare and followup support, offenders were likely to
relapse into drug use and crime. The studies, which
evaluated the Federal Bureau of Prisons’ drug treatment
programs in public health service hospitals in Lexington,
Kentucky, and Fort Worth, Texas, revealed a 96-percent
relapse rate among treatment participants. Based on
these and numerous other studies, the researchers at the
Key program anticipated that 12–15 months of prison-
based treatment would be insufficient.

With the support of the National Institute on Drug Abuse
(NIDA), the researchers established the Crest Outreach
Center at the Plummer Center, a conventional work-
release center in Delaware. Crest is the first therapeutic
community work-release center in the United States. After
release from the Key program, offenders enter the Crest
Center for 6 months of treatment and job training in a
therapeutic community setting.

Crest requires participants to stay in the center for the
first 3 months of treatment while they learn how to look
for a job, prepare resumes, and interview. This approach



contrasts with conventional work-release programs where
participants immediately begin looking for work during the
day and spend only evenings and weekends at the work-
release center. Crest admits offenders who have not
participated in the Key program and have not received
prior treatment, as well as female offenders who may or
may not have received prior treatment.

The treatment staff at Crest is a mix of counseling
professionals and recovering drug users. The correctional
presence at Crest is limited; a correctional officer walks
through the facility three times a day to take count, and
the Plummer Center broadcasts announcements to Crest
on its public address system.

Aftercare. After completion of the transitional treatment
program at Crest, participants continue treatment in an
outpatient aftercare program for 6 months, returning to
Crest once a week for group support meetings. At the
end of the 6 months they attend a “marathon encounter
weekend” of group therapy.

Research design
Researchers conduct interviews with offenders before
they enter the Key program about their past drug use,
sexual activity, and criminal behavior.  To determine an
offender’s progress in treatment, researchers also
conduct clinical interviews at the beginning and comple-
tion of the Key program. With support from NIDA, re-
searchers in 1992 began conducting followup interviews
at 6 and 18 months after completion of the Key program.
The researchers also conduct urine and blood tests to
check for drug use and exposure to HIV.

The followup interviews involve four groups of offenders:
a comparison group, which received no treatment; a Key
group, which received only prison-based treatment; a

Crest group, which received only treatment at the work-
release center; and a Key-Crest group, which received
treatment in both the Key and Crest programs.

Initial findings indicate that a longer and more compre-
hensive continuum of treatment increases the likelihood
that an offender will be drug- and arrest-free in the long
term:

■ Although after 6 months the Crest group’s progress
was almost as good as the Key-Crest group’s, after
another year, its progress had declined in comparison
with that of offenders who had received the longer
continuum of treatment.

■ Members of the comparison and Key groups were less
likely to be drug- and arrest-free at 6 and 18 months
after release than the groups of offenders who re-
ceived longer periods of treatment.

■ At 18 months after release, there was no statistically
significant difference between the comparison group
and the Key group.

The latter two findings may stem from the Key and
comparison groups’ participation in a conventional work-
release program that gave them more freedom but put
them at much greater risk of exposure to drugs and
opportunities for criminal activity.

Continuing efforts
The researchers have received funding from NIDA to
enhance the aftercare program to include more “booster
sessions,” or weekend group therapy meetings. Each
participant who completes the Crest program will attend
weekend booster sessions at 6 and 12 months after
leaving the Crest program. Funding from NIDA also will
support continued followup studies of the program
participants through 2005.

F I N D I N G S

6-Month 18-Month
Followup Followup

Drug- Arrest- Drug- Arrest-
Free Free Free Free

Comparison
Group 35% 62% 19% 30%

Key Group 70% 82% 30% 48%

Crest Group 85% 85% 45% 65%

Key-Crest
Group 95% 97% 76% 71%

Points of view in this document do not necessarily reflect the official
position of the U.S. Department of Justice.

James A. Inciardi, Ph.D., is Director of the Center for
Drug and Alcohol Studies at the University of Dela-
ware. Dr. Inciardi presented his research to an audi-
ence of researchers and criminal justice professionals
as part of NIJ’s Research in Progress Seminar Series.
A 60-minute VHS videotape, A Corrections-Based
Continuum of Effective Drug Abuse Treatment, is
available for $19 ($24 in Canada and other countries).
When ordering, please refer to NCJ 152692.

Use the order form on the next page to obtain this
videotape and any of the other videotapes now avail-
able in the series.



The Latest Criminal Justice
Videotape Series from NIJ:
Research in Progress Seminars
Learn about the latest developments in criminal justice research from prominent criminal justice experts.

Each 60-minute tape presents a well-known scholar discussing his current studies and how they relate to existing criminal
justice research and includes the lecturer’s responses to audience questions. In addition to A Corrections-Based Continuum of
Effective Drug Abuse Treatment, reported on in this Research Preview, the other tapes available in VHS format are:

NCJ 152235—Alfred Blumstein, Ph.D.,
Professor of Urban Systems and Opera-
tions Research, Carnegie Mellon
University: Youth Violence, Guns, and Illicit
Drug Markets.

NCJ 152236—Peter W. Greenwood,
Ph.D., Director, Criminal Justice
Research Program, The RAND Corpora-
tion: Three Strikes, You’re Out: Benefits and
Costs of California’s New Mandatory
Sentencing Law.

NCJ 152237—Christian Pfeiffer, Ph.D.,
Director of the Krimino-logisches
Forschungsinstitut Niedersachsen:
Sentencing Policy and Crime Rates in
Reunified Germany.

NCJ 152238—Arthur L. Kellerman,
M.D., M.P.H., Director of the Center for
Injury Control, School of Public Health,
and Associate Professor in the Division of
Emergency Medicine, School of Medi-
cine, Emory University: Understanding and
Preventing Violence: A Public Health
Perspective.

NCJ 153270—Adele Harrell, Ph.D.,
Director, Program on Law and Behavior,
The Urban Institute: Intervening with High-
Risk Youth: Preliminary Findings from the
Children-at-Risk Program.

NCJ 153271—Marvin Wolfgang, Ph.D.,
Director, Legal Studies and Criminology,

University of Pennsylvania: Crime in a
Birth Cohort: A Replication in the People’s
Republic of China.

NCJ 153730—Lawrence W. Sherman,
Ph.D., Chief Criminologist, Indianapolis
Police Department, Professor of Crimi-
nology, University of Maryland: Reducing
Gun Violence: Community  Policing Against
Gun Crime.

NCJ 153272—Cathy Spatz Widom,
Ph.D., Professor, School of Criminal
Justice, State University of New York—
Albany: The Cycle of Violence Revisited Six
Years Later.

NCJ  153273—Wesley Skogan, Ph.D.,
Professor, Political Science and Urban
Affairs, Northwestern University:
Community Policing in Chicago: Fact or
Fiction?

NCJ 153850—Scott H. Decker, Ph.D.,
Professor and Chair, Department of
Criminal Justice and Criminology,
University of Missouri–St. Louis, and
Susan Pennell, Director, Criminal Justice
Research Unit, San Diego Association of
Governments: Monitoring the Illegal
Firearms Market.

NCJ 154277—Terrie Moffitt, Ph.D.,
Professor, Department of Psychology,
University of Wisconsin: Partner Violence
Among Young Adults.
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NCJ 156923—Orlando Rodriguez, Ph.D.,
Director, Hispanic Research Center,
Fordham University: The New Immigrant
Hispanic Populations: Implications for Crime
and Delinquency in the Next Decade.

NCJ 156924—Robert Sampson, Ph.D.,
Professor, Department of Sociology,
University of Chicago: Communities and
Crime: A Study in Chicago.

NCJ 156925—John Monohan, Ph.D.,
Professor of Psychology and Legal
Medicine, University of Virginia School of
Law: Mental Illness and Violent Crime.

NCJ 157643—Benjamin E. Saunders,
Ph.D., and Dean G. Kilpatrick, Ph.D.,
Medical University of South Carolina:
Prevalence and Consequences of Child Victimiza-
tion: Preliminary Results from the National
Survey of Adolescents.

NCJ 159739—Joel H. Garner, Ph.D.,
Research Director, Joint Centers for
Justice Studies: Use of Force By and Against
the Police

NCJ 159740—Kim English, Ph.D.,
Research Director, Colorado Division of
Criminal Justice, Managing Adult Sex
Offenders in Community Settings: A Contain-
ment Approach.
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To order any of these tapes, please complete and return this form with your payment ($19, U.S.; $24, Canada
and other countries) to National Criminal Justice Reference Service, P.O. Box 6000, Rockville, MD 20849–6000.
Call 800–851–3420, or e-mail askncjrs@ncjrs.aspensys.com if you have any questions.
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