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to prevent crime from happening rather than simply punishing it when it does. Whereas 
deterrence and incapacitation are mainly justified on classical grounds, rehabilitation 
is primarily a positivist concept. The rehabilitative goal used to be based on a medical 
model that viewed criminal behavior as a moral sickness requiring treatment. Today, this 
model views criminality in terms of “faulty thinking” and criminals as in need of “pro-
gramming” rather than “treatment.” Figure 1.3 highlights the shifts in correctional policy 
throughout the 20th century to the present.

The present emphasis on rehabilitation is driven both by economics (it is cheaper) and 
by decades of research aimed at discovering “what works” in correctional assessment 
and treatment. The goal of rehabilitation is to change offenders’ attitudes so that they 
come to accept that their behavior was wrong, not to deter them by the threat of further 
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Correctional professionals are learning and using
strategies and methods that are studied and empirically

validated through rigorous science.

Focus on punishment
and deterrence strategies.

Dehumanizing and brutal prison
conditions gave way to
“correctional institutions” and a
treatment-oriented philosophy.

“What Works” research found
that sole focus on punishment
actually made recidivism worse
and meta-analysis research
identi�ed treatment principles
that offered reliable reductions
in recidivism.

A 1974 article suggested
“nothing works” in offender
treatment, bring back harsh
measures to crime control.

Focus was solely on penalties
and punishment.
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FIGURE 1.3      Swings in Correctional Policy Emphases: 1900–Present

Source: Walters, Clark, Gingerich, & Meltzer (2007).
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