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Well-Mean ing Pro grams
Can Have Harm ful Ef fects! 
Les sons From Ex per i ments of
Pro grams Such as Scared Straight

An thony Petrosino
Car o lyn Turpin-Petrosino
James O. Finckenauer

Despite their impor tance in assess ing the impact of pol i cies, out come eval u a tions—and
in par tic u lar ran dom ized exper i ments—are rel a tively rare. The ratio nal iza tions used to
jus tify the absence of out come eval u a tions include such asser tions as “we know our pro -
grams are work ing,” “they can’t pos si bly harm any one,” and “if they only help one kid
they’re worth it.” Using pre lim i nary results from a sys tem atic review of nine ran dom ized
exper i ments of the Scared Straight, or prison vis i ta tion pro gram, the authors show that a
pop u lar and well-mean ing pro gram can have harm ful effects. They use these results to
argue for more rig or ous eval u a tions to test crim i nal jus tice inter ven tions.

Many jus tice pro grams, pol i cies, and prac tices are widely dis sem i -
nated with out pilot test ing. Exac er bating this prob lem is that care ful stud ies
are not often done to test these inter ven tions after they are imple mented. As
Fitz-Gib bon (1999) noted about edu ca tion and Sherman (1984) about polic -
ing,1 the fail ure to ran dom ize does not mean the gov ern ment is not exper i -
ment ing; instead they are con duct ing uncon trolled exper i ments every day
across a mul ti tude of pol icy sec tors. Though ran dom ized exper i ments seem
to be increas ing in crim i nal jus tice and other set tings (Boruch, Snyder, &
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DeMoya, 1999; Petrosino & Boruch, in press), the num ber of exper i ments
rel a tive to all the out come stud ies reported is still quite small (Boruch et al.,
1999). The num ber of out come eval u a tions rel a tive to all the pro grams, pol i -
cies, and prac tices imple mented in just one state juris dic tion must be very small
(Petrosino, 1998).

Despite the mil lions of dol lars of pub lic funds that are invested, few out -
come eval u a tions and exper i ments seem to be con ducted. To under stand the
bar ri ers to rig or ous out come eval u a tion, Petrosino (1998) con ducted per sonal
inter views with the research and eval u a tion man ag ers employed by seven
dis tinct agen cies in a sin gle state. Each agency had a dif fer ent area of respon -
si bil ity, includ ing crim i nal jus tice, edu ca tion, pub lic health, com mu nity affairs,
and drug pre ven tion. Petrosino found that despite the thou sands of pro grams
admin is tered by these offices, only two were sub jected to out come eval u a -
tion. None were tested using com par i son groups. A ran dom ized exper i ment
had not been car ried out on any agency pro gram, accord ing to inter view par -
tic i pants, for years. When asked why this was the case, the research man ag ers 
noted the objec tions of their bosses—the upper level man age ment per son nel—
to out come eval u a tions. Many were listed, but three are worth para phras ing:

1. We know our pro grams work; why eval u ate them?
2. We know they are not harm ing any one, and see num ber 1 above.
3. If the pro gram helps a sin gle child, it’s worth it. Why eval u ate?

Fail ure to eval u ate ig nores a long his tory of ad mo ni tions about failed pol i -
cies and the po ten tial for harm ful ef fects. Not only could in ef fec tive pro -
grams di vert money and at ten tion from more suc cess ful in ter ven tions, they
could also cause more harm than good. A pro gram may cer tainly help one
child but hurt two in the pro cess. For ex am ple, Pallone (1986) writes per sua -
sively about the oc ca sional harm ful ef fects of psy cho ther apy. Galvin (1979)
notes that fol low-ups over a 30-year pe riod of par tic i pants in the Cam bridge-
Somerville ex per i ment found that chil dren ini tially ex posed to the be nev o lent
coun sel ing con di tion did much worse on a va ri ety of out come mea sures than
the no-treat ment con trol chil dren. Well-mean ing pro grams can be harm ful, and
rig or ous eval u a tion is often the only way to find this out and cor rect it. As
Chalmers (1999) said, the goal of sci ence in the pub lic sec tor should be to max -
i mize the good and min i mize the harm caused by gov ern ment-im posed pro -
grams, pol i cies, and prac tices.

One of the more egre gious exam ples in the his tory of poten tially harm ful
jus tice pro grams is Scared Straight (Finckenauer, 1982). It is a les son, though,
that seems to be for got ten in light of a new tele vi sion doc u men tary that prom -
ises much (“Kids and Crooks,” 1999) and the reinvention of the pro gram in
the United States (Finckenauer & Gavin, 1999) and world wide (e.g., Hall,
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1999).2 In this arti cle, we pro vide a brief sum mary of Scared Straight,
describe an ongo ing pro ject to sys tem at i cally review ran dom ized exper i -
ments test ing the effect of these pro grams, and pres ent some pre lim i nary
find ings. We also pres ent one major les son. Scared Straight, at least from the
data pre sented here, is likely a harm ful pro gram that more often than not leads
to increased crime and delin quency in our com mu ni ties. We con clude that
rig or ous eval u a tions are needed to iden tify harm ful inter ven tions.

SCARED STRAIGHT

In the 1970s, a group of inmates serv ing life sen tences at a New Jer sey
prison con ducted the Juve nile Aware ness Pro gram to deter at-risk or delin -
quent chil dren from a future life of crime. The pro gram, known as Scared
Straight, brought youths to Rahway State Prison to par tic i pate in a real is tic
and con fron ta tional rap ses sion run by pris on ers serv ing life sen tences. As
the inmates led the rap ses sions, they graph i cally depicted prison life, includ -
ing sto ries of rape and mur der (Finckenauer, 1982). Deter rence is the the ory
behind the pro gram; trou bled youths would refrain from law break ing
because they would not want to fol low the same path as the inmates and end
up in adult prison. The New Jer sey Scared Straight pro gram is the most famous
of juve nile delin quency pre ven tion pro grams involv ing vis its to pris ons by
delin quents. The name Scared Straight is also now used gener i cally to describe 
all prison aver sion pro grams, includ ing those that involve tours or ori en ta tion 
ses sions with out for mal con tact with inmates. Nearly all of the ear lier pro -
grams involved a con fron ta tional pre sen ta tion by prison inmates. Lundman
(1993) reports, how ever, that the pro gram is now designed to be more edu ca -
tional and less con fron ta tional.

The tele vi sion doc u men tary on the New Jer sey pro gram, titled “Scared
Straight!,” which won sev eral tele vi sion and film awards, aired in 1979. It
was claimed in the pro gram that 80% of the more than 8,000 juve niles who
had been exposed to the pro gram remained law-abid ing (Shapiro, 1978). Fol -
low ing the air ing of the pro gram, more than 30 states and sev eral for eign
coun tries cre ated, man dated, or leg is lated sim i lar types of pro grams in their
juris dic tions (Finckenauer, 1980). Cor ri gan (1979) sum ma rized the rea sons
for the pro gram’s pop u lar ity: its “get tough” deter rent approach, its sim plic -
ity, its low cost, and its con struc tive use of pris on ers. Media atten tion and the
fit between pro gram and ideo log i cal cli mate also pro pelled its pop u lar ity
(Cavender, 1984; Finckenauer, 1982; Heeren & Shicor, 1984). The rapid
dif fu sion of the pro gram led to care ful exam i na tion and cau tions about
Scared Straight, issued by such lumi nar ies as the Amer i can Jus tice Insti tute
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(Berkman & Pearson, 1980), the National Cen ter on Insti tu tions and Alter na -
tives (1979), the National Advi sory Com mit tee for Juve nile Jus tice and
Delin quency Pre ven tion (1980), and the House Com mit tee on Edu ca tion and
Labor (Over sight on Scared Straight, 1979).

As Finckenauer noted (1980, 1982), Scared Straight fits into the usual pat -
tern of the search for sim ple cures for dif fi cult social prob lems such as juve -
nile delin quency. Gov ern ments seek a pan a cea, adopt an inter ven tion for a
short time, and when it fails to live up to expec ta tions, the search for another
easy cure begins (West, 1981). Two decades later, Finckenauer con cluded that
the pan a cea phe nom e non was more com pli cated (Finckenauer & Gavin,
1999). In its first iter a tion, the impli ca tion was that the osten si bly failed pan -
a cea would be dis carded and rejected. In the newer the sis, this is not nec es -
sar ily so. Some failed pan a ceas will sur vive in spite of the evi dence against
them. Finckenauer and Gavin’s (1999) newer take on the pan a cea phe nom e -
non seems par tic u larly accu rate with Scared Straight. Despite the inten sity
with which juris dic tions adopted the pro gram, eval u a tion research, includ ing 
sev eral ran dom ized exper i ments, found the pro gram was not effec tive in
reduc ing crime (e.g., Finckenauer, 1982; Lewis, 1983; Yarborough, 1979).

Nearly every broad syn the sis of the crime pre ven tion lit er a ture that has
included pro grams such as Scared Straight usu ally cat e go rizes them with other 
types of deter rence-ori ented pro grams (e.g., shock pro ba tion). Almost uni -
ver sally, these review ers report no crime reduc tion effect for Scared Straight and 
other deter rence-ori ented pro grams (e.g., Lipsey, 1992). In 1997, Uni ver sity
of Mary land research ers com pleted a report for Con gress on the evi dence for
var i ous crime pre ven tion strat e gies. Although they found eval u a tion evi -
dence lack ing for many areas of inter ven tion, the research ers had no prob lem
list ing Scared Straight as one of the pro grams that “does n’t work” (Sherman
et al., 1997). Though the pro gram con tin ued in use world wide, the enthu si -
asm that ini tially greeted inter ven tions such as Scared Straight has waned since 
the early 1980s.

In 1999, how ever, the tele vi sion pro gram “Scared Straight: 20 Years
Later,” hosted by noted actor Danny Glover, aired in the United States (“Kids
and Crooks,” 1999). The pro gram fol lowed up on the 17 delin quent chil dren
who were the sub ject of the orig i nal doc u men tary and claimed that only 1
became a career crim i nal. News cov er age of the new show pro claimed the
pro gram’s suc cess. For exam ple, USA Today con cluded, “The erst while delin -
quents, now in their 30s, tes tify that the prison encoun ter deterred them from
a life of crime” (“Kids and Crooks,” 1999, p. 4D). Indeed, one prison guard is
quoted in the film as say ing that only 92 of the 500 kids she sent into the pro -
gram com mit ted new offenses (“Kids and Crooks,” 1999). The pro gram’s
pro ducer, Arnold Shapiro, is also quoted: “You don’t know how many peo ple
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have come up to me and said, ‘I was juve nile delin quent and when I saw this, I 
stopped, I changed’ ” (Eicher, 1999, p. F-05).

Most cit i zens, unaware of stud ies ques tion ing such pro grams, believe the
pro gram makes intu itive sense (after all, what kid wants to end up in prison?)
and is effec tive. Given the pro gram and its cov er age, it was only nat u ral that
pol icy mak ers would ask whether the pro gram should be part of a gov ern ment-
sup ported port fo lio of delin quency pre ven tion pro grams. In keep ing with the
pan a cea phe nom e non, a new gen er a tion of leg is la tors look ing for more puni -
tive solu tions to crime despite fall ing crime rates—includ ing the rate of juve -
nile crime (Zimring, 1999)—con tinue to be inter ested in reviv ing pro grams
such as Scared Straight in their juris dic tions (Finckenauer & Gavin, 1999).
This also seems to be the case out side of the United States. For exam ple, Aus -
tra lia’s Day in Prison Pro gram appeared to have been ini ti ated due to polit i cal 
pres sures rather than con sid er ation of the poten tial for the pro gram (O’Mal -
ley, Coven try, & Walters, 1993). From Ger many, there are reports of a pop u -
lar pro gram sim i lar to Scared Straight recently imple mented for young offend -
ers with ties to orga nized hate groups such as the Neo-Nazis, with plans to
expand nation wide (Hall, 1999).

Given the renewed inter est in pro grams such as Scared Straight, it seemed
sen si ble to under take a sys tem atic review of the ran dom ized exper i men tal
evi dence on the pro gram. Although some Scared Straight pro gram eval u a -
tions were included in prior reviews (e.g., Lipsey, 1992; Sherman et al.,
1997), no pre vi ous attempt to sys tem at i cally and exclu sively review Scared
Straight eval u a tions has been reported.

Dur ing 1999, the first two authors ini ti ated a trial run of a sys tem atic
review for the newly ini ti ated Camp bell Col lab o ra tion, an inter na tion ally
based group that will pre pare, main tain, and make acces si ble sys tem atic
reviews of research on the effects of social and edu ca tional inter ven tions (see
its Web site at http://camp bell.gse.upenn.edu). They are using the exist ing
infra struc ture pro vided by the Cochrane Col lab o ra tion, an inter na tional
orga ni za tion that focuses on reviews in health care (see its Web site at
http://www.cochrane.org). This is being done to get esti mates on costs and the
time required for Cochrane- type reviews in the social sec tor, and to see how
well the Cochrane soft ware and edi to rial pro cess han dled reviews con ducted
in fields such as crim i nal jus tice. Given the charge for that pro ject, a sys tem -
atic review of the Scared Straight exper i ments seemed to be a nat u ral fit. We
report on our pre lim i nary find ings, cau tion ing that our results here have not yet
gone through the Cochrane Col lab o ra tion’s rig or ous edi to rial pro cess.
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A SYS TEM ATIC RE VIEW OF SCARED STRAIGHT EX PER I MENTS

Sys tem atic reviews use explicit and well-estab lished meth ods in syn the -
siz ing the results of sep a rate but sim i lar stud ies (Chalmers & Altman, 1995).
Meta-anal y sis or quan ti ta tive meth ods are often used in sys tem atic reviews
but are by no means appro pri ate in all cir cum stances. Sys tem atic review ing
meth ods are designed to reduce the poten tial biases that can affect con clu -
sions in the syn the sis of find ings from mul ti ple evaluations. For exam ple, by
col lect ing unpub lished stud ies, review ers can reduce the pos si bil ity that pub -
lished stud ies in peer-review jour nals are more likely to report sta tis ti cally
sig nif i cant effects. Sys tem atic reviews are usu ally reported in the same detail
as pri mary research stud ies, often includ ing sec tions on back ground, meth -
ods, and results. In short, a sci ence of review ing has estab lished that such
reviews are them selves impor tant pieces of research that need to fol low the
same rules of con duct and report ing as orig i nal stud ies. In keep ing with the
rec om men da tions from the review ing meth ods lit er a ture, we report below on
each stage of our review. Our objec tive from the out set was to sys tem at i cally
review high-qual ity evi dence on the effects of Scared Straight and sim i lar
pro grams.

Study El i gi bil ity Cri te ria

There is evi dence-based lit er a ture indi cat ing that the results from ran dom -
ized exper i ments can dif fer, some times dra mat i cally, from find ings obtained
by nonrandomized meth ods (e.g., Boruch et al., 1999; Chalmers & Altman,
1995). Because of this evi dence, we included only ran dom ized exper i ments
in this review. We made no exclu sion on the basis of how well imple mented
the ran dom iza tion was, but will exam ine the influ ence of break downs of ran -
dom assign ment on the results in our future anal y ses. We excluded all non-
ran dom ized or quasi-exper i men tal eval u a tions.3

We required that the pro gram’s focus be on juve nile par tic i pants. We
included stud ies that also exposed young adults along with juve niles to the
inter ven tion (e.g., ages 14 to 20). The pro gram had to be deliv ered at a refor -
ma tory or prison. Pro grams involv ing class room or other pub lic vis its by
offend ers or ex-offend ers, such as Oklahoma’s Speak-Outs Pro gram, were
not con sid ered (Holley & Brewster, 1996). Pro grams using other meth ods for 
deliv ery, such as the cre ation of vid eos and their mail ing to schools, were also
excluded. We found no ran dom ized exper i ments that tested these pro grams,
how ever. The pro gram could include either con fron ta tional or edu ca tional

Petrosino et al. / SCARED STRAIGHT PROGRAMS      359



pre sen ta tions by the offend ers, tours of the facil ity (Mich i gan Depart ment of
Cor rec tions, 1967), or ori en ta tion and coun sel ing (Vreeland, 1981). We did
not require con fron ta tional activ ity on the part of the inmates, though this is
the most vis i ble com po nent in the Scared Straight tele vi sion doc u men ta ries.
Other eli gi bil ity cri te ria included (a) the study report had to include a clear
state ment of ran dom assign ment of juve niles to exper i men tal or con trol con -
di tions, (b) the study had to include at least one mea sure of crime in the com -
mu nity, and (c) the study doc u ment had to be pub lished or avail able through
1999. We imposed no Eng lish-lan guage restric tion but did not find any abstracts
to poten tially eli gi ble stud ies in lan guages other than Eng lish.

Search for El i gi ble Studies

Ran dom ized exper i ments were iden ti fied from a larger review of ran dom -
ized tri als in crime reduc tion con ducted by the first author (Petrosino, 1997).
Petrosino used the fol low ing meth ods to find more than 300 ran dom ized
exper i ments (and ana lyze 150):

1. Handsearch (i.e., visu ally scan ning the con tents) of 29 lead ing crim i nol ogy
and other jour nals;

2. Check ing the Reg is try of Ran dom ized Exper i ments in Crim i nal Sanc tions
(Weisburd, Sherman, & Petrosino, 1990);

3. Elec tronic searches of Crim i nal Jus tice Abstracts, Socio log i cal Abstracts and
Social Devel op ment and Planning Abstracts (Sociofile), Edu ca tion Resource
Infor ma tion Clear ing house (ERIC), and Psy cho log i cal Abstracts (PsycInfo);

4. Elec tronic searches of 18 bib lio graphic data bases, includ ing the National
Crim i nal Jus tice Ref er ence Ser vice (NCJRS), per son ally and with infor ma tion 
spe cial ists;

5. An exten sive mail cam paign with more than 200 research ers and 100 research
cen ters;

6. Pub lished solic i ta tions in asso ci a tion news let ters;
7. Tracking of ref er ences in more than 50 rel e vant sys tem atic reviews and lit er a -

ture syn the ses;
8. Tracking of ref er ences in rel e vant bib li og ra phies, books, arti cles, and other

doc u ments.

More details about these search meth ods can be found in Petrosino (1997).
The cita tions found in Petrosino (1997) cover lit er a ture pub lished or avail -

able through 1993. We aug mented this work with searches of recent lit er a ture 
made avail able from 1994 through 1999. These meth ods included the
fol low ing:

1. Elec tronic search of the Social, Psy cho log i cal, Edu ca tional & Crim i no log i cal
Trials Reg is ter being devel oped by the U.K. Cochrane Cen ter and the Uni ver -
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sity of Penn syl va nia (Petrosino, Boruch, Rounding, McDon ald, & Chalmers,
in press);

2. Check of cita tions from sys tem atic or lit er a ture reviews with cov er age of more
recent stud ies (e.g., Sherman et al., 1997);

3. Elec tronic searches of rel e vant bib lio graphic data bases, includ ing Crim i nal
Jus tice Abstracts, NCJRS, Sociofile, PsycInfo, and ERIC.4

Many of these data bases include unpub lished lit er a ture such as dis ser ta tions
and gov ern ment reports. The first two authors screened rel e vant abstracts and
agreed on 10 cita tions to inves ti gate fur ther. We rejected one, how ever, be-
cause the eval u a tion used a matched design and not ran dom iza tion (Buckner &
Chesney-Lind, 1983). We include, there fore, nine ran dom ized exper i ments
in our review.

Data Ex trac tion and Anal y sis

We extracted infor ma tion on vari ables of inter est from the orig i nal study
reports. We sup ple mented data from the orig i nal reports by con tact ing orig i -
nal inves ti ga tors when crit i cal data, such as those on out comes, were miss ing.
This occurred with two stud ies. Our ini tial plan was to extract data on out come
mea sures focus ing on changes in edu ca tional per for mance, but only one
exper i ment included infor ma tion on edu ca tional mea sures (Cook &
Spirrison, 1992). Though sev eral did report data on atti tude mea sures, the
scales and anal y ses reported were so diverse, both within and across stud ies,
as to make syn the sis and inter pre ta tion inap pro pri ate if not impos si ble. Given 
the weak rela tion ship between atti tude mea sures and sub se quent crim i nal
activ ity (e.g., Mor ris, 1974), we decided not to focus on that infor ma tion and
instead to look only at crime out comes.5

De scrip tive Re sults

As described in Appen dix A, the nine exper i ments were con ducted in
eight dif fer ent states, with Mich i gan the site for two stud ies (Mich i gan Depart -
ment of Cor rec tions, 1967; Yarborough, 1979). No research team con ducted
more than one exper i ment. The stud ies span the years 1967 through 1992.
The first five stud ies located were unpub lished and were dis sem i nated in gov -
ern ment doc u ments or dis ser ta tions; the remain ing four were found in aca -
demic jour nals or book. Our searches, there fore, were able to iden tify and
retrieve some doc u ments from the fugi tive lit er a ture that are gen er ally more
dif fi cult for review ers to take account of (Chalmers & Altman, 1995). None
of the prior syn the ses of crime pre ven tion pro grams included all nine Scared
Straight–style exper i ments we review here. For exam ple, the Uni ver sity of
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Mary land report con cludes that Scared Straight does not work based on neg a -
tive results in three eval u a tions (Buckner & Chesney-Lind, 1983; Finckenauer,
1982; Lewis, 1983) and the com par a tive anal y sis of pro gram effects reported
ear lier by Lipsey (1992).

The aver age age of the juve nile par tic i pants in each study ranged from 15 to
17. Only the New Jer sey study included girls (Finckenauer, 1982). Racial
com po si tion across the nine exper i ments was diverse, rang ing from 36% to
84% White. Most of the stud ies dealt with delin quent youths already in con -
tact with the juve nile jus tice sys tem.

The inter ven tions were also diverse. The pro gram com po nents used in any 
one of these stud ies did not match any other study in the review. The clos est in
con tent were the three stud ies that imple mented sin gle pro gram com po nents:
Illi nois’s real is tic rap (Greater Egypt Regional Planning & Devel op ment
Com mis sion, 1979), New Jer sey’s con fron ta tional rap (Finckenauer, 1982)
and Mis sis sippi’s edu ca tive rap (Cook & Spirrison, 1992). Nev er the less,
these three dif fered in the inten sity of con fron ta tion and graphic depic tion by
the inmates. All of the exper i ments listed in Appen dix A included a no-treat -
ment con trol group and all but one were sim ple two-group exper i ments.
Vreeland (1981) is the excep tion. He used a fac to rial design in which juve -
niles were ran domly assigned to four con di tions: (a) prison ori en ta tion and
coun sel ing, (b) prison ori en ta tion only, (c) coun sel ing only, and (d) no-treat -
ment con trol.

Sub stan tive Find ings

Pro grams such as Scared Straight and their deriv a tives not only show lit tle
deter rent effect, but very likely cause more harm than good. They are each
sum ma rized below. Appen dix B pro vides more detail on sam ple sizes and
crime out comes for each of the nine exper i ments.

The Mich i gan Depart ment of Cor rec tions reported the first of these exper -
i ments in 1967. Unfor tu nately, the report is remark ably brief and pro vides lit -
tle more than the out come data. Juve niles who attended two tours of a state
refor ma tory were com pared with a no-treat ment con trol group. At 6 months,
43% of the exper i men tal group had com mit ted a new delin quent offense,
com pared to only 17% of the con trol group. Curi ously, more atten tion is not
given to this large neg a tive result in the orig i nal doc u ment.

The Greater Egypt Regional Planning & Devel op ment Com mis sion
(1979) exam ined the effects of a Scared Straight pro gram in Illi nois with a
no-treat ment con trol group. They exam ined the per cent age of boys in each
group who were sub se quently con tacted by the police. Again, the results are
neg a tive in direc tion, with 17% of the exper i men tal par tic i pants fail ing in
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con trast to 12% of the con trol par tic i pants. The authors con cluded that “based
on all avail able find ings one would be ill advised to rec om mend con tin u a tion
or expan sion of the juve nile prison tours. All empir i cal find ings indi cate lit tle
pos i tive out come, indeed, they may actu ally indi cate neg a tive effects”
(Greater Egypt Regional Planning & Devel op ment Com mis sion, 1979, p. 19).

Yarborough (1979) reported the sec ond exper i men tal study con ducted in
Mich i gan, this time of the Juve nile Offenders Learn Truth (JOLT) pro gram.
He com pared JOLT par tic i pants on a vari ety of crime out comes with a con -
trol group at 3- and 6-month fol low-ups. Although the dif fer ences were small
and var ied across these out comes, most results were again in the direc tion of
favor ing the con trol group. For exam ple, at 6 months, Yarborough reported
that 31% of the exper i men tal group had com mit ted new crim i nal offenses,
com pared with 29% of the con trols. The aver age offense rate for pro gram
par tic i pants was .69, com pared with .47 for the con trol group. Yarborough
con cluded that “there can be lit tle doubt that the pre pon der ance of the evi -
dence reported here sup ports the con clu sion that JOLT, unfor tu nately, is not
an effec tive crim i nal deter rent” (1979, p. 14).

Orchowsky and Tay lor (1981) pre sented the only pos i tive results from the
exper i ments. They com pared a group of boys who attended the con fron ta -
tional Insiders pro gram with a no-treat ment con trol group on a vari ety of
crime out come mea sures, at inter vals of 6, 9, and 12 months. The per cent age
of juve niles in each group who failed favored the con trol group at 6 months
(39% of con trols had new court intakes vs. 41% of exper i men tal par tic i -
pants). As Appen dix B indi cates, how ever, the results favored the exper i men tal
par tic i pants at 9 and 12 months. The inves ti ga tors noted, how ever, that the
attri tion rates in their exper i ment were dra matic at both 9 months (42% of the
orig i nal sam ple had dropped out) and at 12 months (55% had dropped out). 

Vreeland (1981) con ducted a fac to rial exper i ment to deter mine the effects 
of dif fer ent com po nents of the Texas Face-to-Face juve nile aver sion pro -
gram. He com pared boys who had gone through a prison ori en ta tion and coun -
sel ing pro gram with those who attended the ori en ta tion only, had coun sel ing
only, or were assigned to a no-treat ment con trol group. He exam ined offi cial
court records and self-reported delin quency at 6 months, find ing that the con -
trol par tic i pants out per formed the three treat ment groups on offi cial delin -
quency (28% delin quent vs. 39% for the prison ori en ta tion plus coun sel ing,
36% for the prison only, and 39% for the coun sel ing only). The self-report
mea sure, how ever, showed a reverse pattern. All three treat ment groups had
sim i lar pro por tions of par tic i pants who self-reported offenses (59%),
whereas 69% of the con trol group self-reported offenses. Vreeland found that 
there were dis crep an cies between the self-report and offi cial data; some who
were offi cially charged did not self-report the offense and vice-versa. He
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seems to have more con fi dence that the offi cial data cap tures more harm ful
offenses by par tic i pants in the study, stat ing that “offi cial records have been
shown to be rea son ably accu rate with respect to the more seri ous crimes of
per sis tent delin quents” (Vreeland, 1981, p. 24). Viewing all the data,
Vreeland con cluded that there was no evi dence that Face-to-Face was an
effec tive delin quency pre ven tion pro gram.

Finckenauer (1982) con ducted the most vis i ble exper i ment on the Scared
Straight pro gram, com par ing the per for mance of par tic i pants with that of a
no-treat ment con trol group for 6 months in the com mu nity. He reported that
41% of the chil dren who attended Scared Straight com mit ted new offenses,
whereas only 11% of con trols did. He also found that the pro gram par tic i -
pants com mit ted more seri ous offenses. Finckenauer (1982) noted that ran -
dom assign ment pro ce dures were vio lated dur ing the study; only 8 of the 11
par tic i pat ing agen cies that referred trou bled or delin quent boys to the pro gram
cor rectly assigned their cases. He con ducted sev eral addi tional anal y ses in an 
attempt to com pen sate for vio la tion of ran dom iza tion. Even when cases that
were incor rectly assigned were removed, how ever, the fail ure rate for the
Scared Straight atten dees was 31%, com pared with 17% for con trols.

Lewis (1983) pro vided some more evi dence of a pos si ble harm ful effect in 
his eval u a tion of the San Quentin Uti li za tion of Inmate Resources, Expe ri -
ence and Studies (SQUIRES) pro gram. He com pared juve niles attend ing
SQUIRES with a no-treat ment con trol group on a vari ety of crime out comes
at 12 months. Though a num ber of dif fer ent mea sures were used, Lewis reported 
that 81% of the pro gram par tic i pants were arrested, com pared with 67% of
the con trols. He also found that the pro gram did worse with seri ously delin -
quent youths, lead ing him to con clude that such chil dren could not be “turned 
around by short-term pro grams such as SQUIRES . . . a pat tern for higher risk
youth sug gested that the SQUIRES pro gram may have been det ri men tal”
(Lewis, 1983, p. 222).

Locke, John son, Kirigin-Ramp, Atwater, and Gerrard (1986) reported lit -
tle effect of the Juve nile Edu ca tion Pro gram in Kan sas, an inter ven tion
designed to be less con fron ta tional and offen sive than the New Jer sey pro -
gram. The inves ti ga tors exam ined crime out comes at 6 months for pro gram
atten dees and a no-treat ment con trol group. Group fail ure rates were not
avail able, but the inves ti ga tors con cluded that there were no dif fer ences between 
exper i men tal and con trol groups on any of the crime out comes mea sured.
Though direc tion of effect was not pro vided, the test sta tis tic for the anal y sis
of vari ance used (F = .75) not only indi cates that it was not sig nif i cant but
would be very small regard less of direc tion.
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Finally, Cook and Spirrison (1992) com pared juve niles who attended
Mis sis sippi’s Pro ject Aware with a no-treat ment con trol group on a vari ety of
crime out comes at 12 and 24 months. Most of the find ings favored the con trol 
par tic i pants, but again the dif fer ences between the groups were small. For
exam ple, the mean offend ing rate for con trols at 12 months was 1.25 ver sus
1.32 for Pro ject Aware par tic i pants. The inves ti ga tors con cluded that “attend -
ing the treat ment pro gram had no sig nif i cant effect on the fre quency or sever -
ity of sub se quent offenses” (Cook & Spirrison, 1992, p. 97).

Table 1 pro vides a sum mary of results based on the cri te rion of whether
the pro gram increased or decreased offi cially recorded offenses at first fol -
low-up. Given that most stud ies report only one fol low-up period, review ers
have used a “first effects” approach in sum ma riz ing crime and delin quency
treat ment stud ies (Lipsey, 1992; Petrosino, 1997). Impor tant infor ma tion
reported in the stud ies, how ever, is ignored by this approach, such as if the
pro gram reduced the aver age num ber of offenses com mit ted by the juve niles
or reduced their sever ity (Orchowsky & Tay lor, 1981). Self-report data are
not pre sented in Table 1.

These results, though pre lim i nary, should lead to sober ing cau tion on the
part of per sons who wish to revive pro grams such as Scared Straight. Only
seven stud ies reported group fail ure rates. Exam ining those data, we find that
the pro gram increases the per cent age of the treat ment group com mit ting new
offenses any where from 1% to 30%. This is in com par i son with a ran domly
assigned no-treat ment con trol group. If we assume the ran dom iza tion break -
down in Finckenauer’s (1982) exper i ment ren dered that study invalid and
exclude it, the remain ing six stud ies increase new offenses in the treat ment
group any where from 1% to 26%. The exper i ments that did not pro vide such
per cent ages pro vide no con tra dic tory evi dence of a pos i tive effect for pro -
grams such as Scared Straight (Cook & Spirrison, 1992; Locke et al., 1986),
and one indeed sug gests a slight neg a tive impact (Cook & Spirrison, 1992).

These find ings are remark able in the con text of other sys tem atic reviews.
Lipsey (1992) reviewed nearly 400 eval u a tions of juve nile delin quency pro -
grams. When look ing only at the direc tion of the first effect reported (the dif -
fer ence between the exper i men tal and the con trol group), 64% reported a dif -
fer ence in favor of treat ment. Thirty per cent were neg a tive in direc tion; that
is, they favored the con trol group. Petrosino (1997) reported that 63% of the
first effects in the 150 exper i ments in his meta-anal y sis dif fered between
exper i men tal and con trol groups in favor of treat ment. Only 14% of his sam -
ple reported effects in a neg a tive direc tion, favor ing the con trol group (sur -
pris ingly, the remain ing 23% showed an abso lute zero dif fer ence). In con -
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trast, all seven of the exper i ments shown in Table 1 reported first effects in a
neg a tive direc tion.

DIS CUS SION

Galvin (1979) noted that one of the neg a tive con se quences of Scared
Straight is that it would divert atten tion and resources from good pro jects.
Our pre lim i nary data show that the con se quences are pos si bly worse. The
pro gram likely had harm ful effects, lead ing to increased crime and delin -
quency in our com mu ni ties (see Table 1). Why would the pro gram have
harm ful effects? The rea sons have not been explic itly tested, but some ratio -
nale is pro vided by some of the orig i nal inves ti ga tors. For exam ple, one
inves ti ga tion team sug gested that some young sters might find prison attrac -
tive, stat ing, “Many delin quent youths feel alien ated . . . delin quents view
prison as a place where they can have friends and a com mu nity now lack ing
in their lives. Four walls and bars may, in some way, offer secu rity and a sense
of belong ing” (Greater Egypt Regional Planning & Devel op ment Com mis -
sion, 1979, p. 19).
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TA BLE 1: Effects of Scared Straight Pro grams on Par tic i pants (offi cial data
only, direc tion of first effect reported, N = 7)

Time Per cent age
Year, Au thor Type of Data In ter val Change

1967, Mich i gan Per cent de lin quent 6 months + 26% in crease
 De part ment of  in fail ure
 Cor rec tions
1979, Greater Egypt Per cent con tacted 5 to 15 + 5% in crease
 Re gional Planning &  by po lice  months  in fail ure
 De vel op ment Com- 
 mis sion  
1979, Yarborough Per cent com mit ting 3 months + 1% in crease

 new of fenses  in fail ure
1981, Orchowsky and Per cent with new 6 months + 2% in crease
 Tay lor  ju ve nile court in takes  in fail ure
1981, Vreeland Per cent with of fi cially 6 months + 11% in crease

 re corded de lin quency  in fail ure
1982, Finckenauer Per cent with new 6 months + 30% in crease

 of fenses  in fail ure
1983, Lewis Per cent with new 12 months + 14% in crease

 ar rests  in fail ure



Finckenauer also pro vides some mate rial for why the pro gram had neg a -
tive results. In the New Jer sey study, the pro gram seemed to do worse with
those youths not yet offi cially in con tact with the juve nile jus tice sys tem.
Finckenauer sug gests that

The con tro ver sial pos si bil ity also exists that the pro ject actu ally sets in motion
a “delin quency ful fill ing proph ecy” in which it increases rather than decreases
the chances of juve nile delin quency . . . . The pro ject may roman ti cize the
Lifers—and by exten sion other prison in mates—in young, impres sion able
minds. Or, the belit tling, demean ing, intim i dat ing, and scar ing of par tic u lar
youth may be seen as a chal lenge; a chal lenge to go out and prove to them -
selves, their peers and oth ers that they were not scared. (1982, p. 169)

Still, Old Pro grams Never Seem to Die

Despite neg a tive or harm ful effects, the Scared Straight pro gram con tin -
ued to be run in a num ber of juris dic tions (Finckenauer & Gavin, 1999), and
many sim i lar pro grams are in oper a tion today (Hall, 1999). Attempts to dis -
man tle pro grams such as Scared Straight have met resis tance. In Mich i gan,
the JOLT pro gram was ter mi nated fol low ing the results of the ran dom ized
exper i ment con ducted by Yarborough (1979). Yet, despite the results of the
exper i ment, pro po nents of JOLT argued against ter mi na tion. They relied on
the fol low ing themes: (a) The eval u a tion was flawed, (b) peo ple love the pro -
gram, (c) it helps the inmates, and (d) it is cost free for the state (Homant,
1981; Homant & Osowsky, 1981). Even Homant (1981) con cluded that the
pro gram might better have been retooled and mod i fied rather than ter mi -
nated. Advo cates for JOLT also argued that the pro gram had no “sta tis ti cally
sig nif i cant” harm ful effect on juve niles. Finckenauer (1982) noted that after
he reported the results of his exper i ment in New Jer sey, the cri te ria for suc -
cess changed among some from reduc ing recid i vism to “it’s worth it if it only
helps one child.”

Another reac tion was for pro gram sup port ers to argue that pro grams such
as Scared Straight pro vided other ben e fits that were not the tar get of the
exper i ments. For exam ple, Wormser (1991) talks about its pos i tive impact on
the pris on ers at East Jer sey State Prison (for merly known as Rahway State
Prison), who had spo ken to more than 35,000 juve niles in an attempt to keep
them out of jail. Israel (1980) more vehe mently argued his sup port for the
Scared Straight pro gram despite the early results from the Finckenauer (1982)
exper i ment:

The rel e vant pol icy ques tion is whether this is an intrin si cally valu able expe ri -
ence. There are times when the aca demic com mu nity must take some lead er -
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ship to encour age a cli mate of opin ion that is will ing to take some risks. To see
it [the pro gram] ruined by a con trol group of 35 juve niles . . . is a vio la tion of the 
sacred val ues of our dis ci pline, and the social respon si bil ity that should accom -
pany our influ ence. (Israel, 1980, pp. 16-18)

Cook (1990) spec u lated that the pro gram could have im proved the image
of the state’s de part ment of cor rec tions. Even the Mich i gan De part ment of
Cor rec tions re port, is sued more than 30 years ago, spec u lated that vis its to a
re for ma tory might have in spired more ju ve niles to for mally seek coun sel ing
(Mich i gan De part ment of Cor rec tions, 1967). Whether these ben e fits out -
weigh the ap par ent harm ful ef fects of pro grams such as Scared Straight is de -
bat able. Pro grams such as Scared Straight, as other so cial in ter ven tions,
likely have a num ber of la tent goals (Finckenauer & Gavin, 1999). These
must be weighed against the man i fest aim of the pro gram—to re duce crime
and de lin quency.

Why the Par a dox?

Inter est ingly, the dubi ous atti tude toward eval u a tion that is held by some
pol icy mak ers extends beyond any up-front belief that rig or ous eval u a tion is
unnec es sary. In those instances when eval u a tions are car ried out, find ings are 
often ignored or rejected by those same pol icy mak ers (Finckenauer & Gavin,
1999). Finckenauer and Gavin (1999, pp. 216-217) describe this as a par a dox
in which pro grams that have been eval u ated and deemed to be inef fec tive
nev er the less con tinue. Their endur ance is seem ingly untouched by any cred i -
ble, empir i cal evi dence of their suc cess or fail ure.

For exam ple, despite neg a tive find ings from the SQUIRES exper i ment
(Lewis, 1983), the pro gram con tin ued. Today, its effec tive ness is judged by
let ters from par tic i pat ing youths (and oth ers), who describe how the pro gram
influ enced them (Finckenauer & Gavin, 1999). This was the same method
that was used to dem on strate the effec tive ness of the New Jer sey Lifers Pro -
gram before the ran dom ized exper i ment was con ducted (Finckenauer, 1982). 
The SQUIRES pro gram has not under gone another rig or ous eval u a tion since
the Lewis study (Finckenauer & Gavin, 1999).

These authors point to a num ber of fac tors that seem to account for this
par a dox. The first is a polit i cal cli mate that demands action; in the case of
crime and delin quency, often “get tough” action (e.g., Zimring, 1999). Also,
in the case of crime con trol pol icy, there is a per cep tion that any alter na tives
to get ting tough, such as treat ing offend ers, do not work. With respect to pro -
grams more gen er ally, there is an iner tia fac tor among pol icy mak ers to account
for why pro grams or pol i cies, once cre ated, take on lives of their own. It is
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eas ier to con tinue such pro grams and avoid anger ing con stit u ents than it is to
stop them. There may also be a media fac tor with visual appeal, com pel ling
sto ries, and sound bites that help per pet u ate cer tain pro grams.6

Another fac tor, accord ing to Finckenauer and Gavin (1999), that may
account for the lack of impact of eval u a tions is the infor ma tion gap that often
exists between research ers and pol icy mak ers. Prac ti tio ners may often be
igno rant of research find ings because the eval u a tors have been mostly inter -
ested in com mu ni ca tion with their peers in the research com mu nity. Pol icy
mak ers may also reject research results because of their sus pi cion of social
sci ence, with its com pli cated anal y ses, hedged con clu sions, and con flict ing
find ings. Finally, there are admin is tra tors and offi cials who do not try nor
care to find infor ma tion that may be avail able to them. They know what they
want to do and do not wish to be dis suaded. A long his tory of research on how
find ings are used by pol icy mak ers under scores these and other bar ri ers to the 
use of knowl edge in deci sion mak ing (Weiss, 1998).

We Need Ran dom ized Ex per i ments and Better Out come Studies

Some pol icy mak ers, prac ti tio ners, and research ers, as well as many in the
gen eral pub lic, believe that pro grams are good things that can do no harm.
When sur veys are under taken to deter mine the sat is fac tion of groups with
par tic u lar pro grams, the results are almost always pos i tive, per suad ing even
more that the inter ven tion is a good idea. Even with Scared Straight, whether
the orig i nal inves ti ga tors talked with inmates, juve nile par tic i pants, par ents,
cor rec tions per son nel, teach ers, or the gen eral pub lic, every one was pos i tive
about it (e.g., Greater Egypt Regional Planning & Devel op ment Com mis -
sion, 1979). Almost every one believed the pro gram was doing good
(Finckenauer, 1982). Com pounding this was a num ber of sin gle group before-
and-after designs that seemed to indi cate the pro gram had dra matic crime
reduc tion effects.

Care fully done eval u a tion is needed to rule out alter na tive expla na tions
for changes in out come mea sures before we can make causal infer ences
about a pro gram’s impact on crime with much con fi dence. The lit er a ture on
the Scared Straight pro gram con tains some exam ples that under score the
need for such care ful eval u a tion. For exam ple, Serpas, Little ton, and Ashcroft
(1979) con ducted a study of a pro gram sim i lar to Scared Straight in New
Orleans. They found a 52% decrease in the abso lute num ber of arrests from
pre test to the 1-year fol low-up period. How could such a dra matic effect be
the result of any thing other than the pro gram? There are many who would
claim that ran dom ized exper i ments or quasi-exper i ments (i.e., com par i son
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group designs) are not needed with such dra matic effects. Unfor tu nately, we
have no other eval u a tion data from the Orleans Par ish study to under stand if
the pro gram was respon si ble for the observed decrease in crime.

For tu nately, two of the Scared Straight exper i ments sug gest that the data
from before-and-after stud ies with a sin gle group must be viewed with
extreme cau tion. In the first exper i ment, Cook and Spirrison (1992) report
sub stan tial decreases for pro gram par tic i pants in mean offense rates from the
base line mea sure at the begin ning of the pro gram to the posttest mea sure at
12 and then 24 months. In the sec ond exper i ment, Locke and his col leagues
(1986) report a com pa ra ble find ing in their eval u a tion of the Kan sas Juve nile
Edu ca tion Pro gram. With out a con trol group, the only con clu sion, given such 
large and pos i tive results, would be that the pro gram was suc cess ful.

Both ran dom ized exper i ments, how ever, under score the impor tance of
rul ing out other threats to inter nal valid ity; that is, rival expla na tions for the
observed impact. In both cases, the ran domly assigned con trol group also
expe ri ences a siz able and sta tis ti cally sig nif i cant decrease in crim i nal ity
from pre test to posttest! In fact, the postprogram per for mance of the con trol
group is sim i lar (and in one study, slightly better) to that of the exper i men tal
par tic i pants. Because of ran dom assign ment, we are con fi dent that the groups 
were com pa ra ble and dif fer only in regard to their par tic i pa tion in the pro -
gram. The rea son for the improve ment of both treat ment and con trol groups
is spec u la tive at best because they were not implic itly tested in the stud ies.
The authors indi cate, across the lit er a ture, that the mat u ra tion pro cess for
juve niles is dra matic dur ing the teen years (when Scared Straight nor mally
selects eli gi ble youths) and nat u rally leads to a reduc tion in delin quent activ i -
ties. The reduc tion is some times mis tak enly inter preted as a pos i tive impact
for juve nile pro grams (Langer, 1980). Other research ers have pointed out
that juve niles are selected for such pro grams because they com mit offenses at 
a high rate, but the nat u ral sta tis ti cal regres sion back to the mean (i.e., their
aver age offend ing rate) is wrongly inter preted as a pro gram effect (Finckenauer,
1982).

By includ ing a ran dom ized con trol group, pos i tive changes in the treat -
ment group’s per for mance were not incor rectly attrib uted to Scared Straight.
We have to ask our selves whether alter na tives to ran dom iza tion could com -
pen sate for the prob lems of inter nal valid ity that par tic u larly ham per
before-and-after eval u a tion designs. There is a long his tory in eval u a tion of
devel op ing and imple ment ing meth ods to rule out threats to inter nal valid ity
when ran dom iza tion is impos si ble (Weiss, 1998). Many are underutilized in
actual prac tice. Such alter na tives, how ever, often result in equiv o cal find ings, 
and leave us won der ing whether uncon trolled vari ables or selec tion biases were
respon si ble for the observed out come (Boruch et al., 1999).
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CON CLU SION

Although rig or ous eval u a tion is often resisted, the agen cies and insti tu -
tions that facil i tated the Scared Straight exper i ments described here should
be cred ited. It would be dif fi cult to find another jus tice-related pro gram that
has been sub jected to nine ran dom ized exper i ments. On the other hand, only
nine exper i ments were con ducted over the 33-year his tory of a widely dis -
sem i nated and inter na tion ally imple mented pro gram. Some may inter pret
this as even more dis cour ag ing evi dence that rig or ous eval u a tions are rare
and the use of results from sound research rarer still (Finckenauer & Gavin
1999).

The find ings reported here are sober ing. They do indi cate that despite our
best inten tions, pro grams can not only fail to reach objec tives but can back -
fire, lead ing to more harm than good. Few pro grams were as pop u lar or well
inten tioned as Scared Straight. Yet, despite such pop u lar ity and benev o lence,
there is lit tle evi dence to sug gest that the pro gram is a deter rent to sub se quent
juve nile crime and delin quency. In con trast, the evi dence strongly sug gests
that it leads to more crime by pro gram par tic i pants. Given the pos si bil ity of
harm ful effects of inter ven tions, gov ern ment has an eth i cal respon si bil ity to
rig or ously eval u ate, on a con tin ual basis, the pol i cies, prac tices, and pro -
grams it imple ments (Sherman, 1984).
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NOTES

1. Carol Fitz-Gib bon (1999) noted that teach ing rep re sents about 15,000 hours of uncon -
trolled exper i men ta tion into the lives of school chil dren.

2. At the time of press, this e-mail was received from Correx, the listserv of the National
Insti tute of Cor rec tions (Feb ru ary 7, 2000):

I am an cor rec tional offi cer for a small deten tion cen ter. I would like to pres ent a
pro gram to my Cap tain about a pro gram called Scared Straight. I remem ber it
when I was grow ing up in N.J. I would like to try to start one like it in my deten -
tion cen ter. We house state, county, and pre-trial inmates. I would like to use our
state inmates in this pro gram to talk to our pre-tri als and also to schools. Any info
would be much appre ci ated.

3. For exam ple, we excluded the fol low ing stud ies: Brodsky (1970); Buckner and Chesney-
Lind (1983); Chesney-Lind (1981); Langer (1980); Nygard (1980); O’Mal ley, Coven try, and
Walters (1993); Serpas, Little ton, and Ashcroft (1979); Syzmanski and Flem ing (1971); and
Trotti (1980).

4. The exact search terms used can be obtained from the first author.
5. Our future plans include a check of interrater reli abil ity to insure that data extrac tion was

uni form between us. One of us will also enter the data into Review Man ager, a soft ware pro gram
designed spe cif i cally for the pro duc tion of sys tem atic reviews (Review Man ager 4.0, 1999).
Though we have yet to con duct more sophis ti cated meta-ana lytic pro ce dures on these data, the
find ings from this pre lim i nary anal y sis should be sober ing to those seek ing to revive pro grams
such Scared Straight.

6. This last rea son may par tially account for why leg is la tion is pro pelled so quickly by
high-pro file mur ders (Petrosino, Hacsi, & Turpin-Petrosino, 2000).
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