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Summary/Conclusions 

Encouraging, setting, and reinforc-

ing goals in a criminal justice set-

ting can be a complex process. In 

a study from 2001, researchers 

examined the effect of providing 

incentives for achieving-client-

centered activities/goals in an in-

tensive outpatient program (IOP). 

Participants from two IOP facilities 

were assigned to either standard 

treatment or an experimental 

group where they received incen-

tives for providing negative sub-

stance abuse testing results and 

completing self-selected goals. 

Individuals in the group who were 

provided incentives stayed in treat-

ment longer than the control group 

and finished 66% of activities/

goals they selected. 

Caveat: The information presented here is 

intended to summarize and inform readers 
of research and information relevant to 
probation work. It can provide a framework 
for carrying out the business of probation as 
well as suggestions for practical application 
of the material. While it may, in some in-
stances, lead to further exploration and 
result in future decisions, it is not intended 
to prescribe policy and is not necessarily 
conclusive in its findings. Some of its limita-
tions are described above.  

Previous research has identified that 

incentives are effective in treating sub-

stance abuse, particularly in opioid, nic-

otine, marijuana, and benzodiazepine 

dependent individuals. Prior studies al-

so suggest that incentivizing treatment 

goals can have a more positive effect 

on sobriety than treatment alone. Re-

searchers believe the treatment goals 

pull individuals away from the driving 

factors of substance abuse. This study 

examined the effect of incentives for 

clean drug tests and the completion of 

activities set collaboratively with a re-

search assistant for 46 individuals in an 

IOP.  

 

Clients in the study were placed in 

standard IOP treatment programming. 

After receiving treatment the clients in 

the experimental group would submit 

substance use tests, review completion 

of set activities, and set new activities. 

Participants could set up to five activi-

ties per week. Activities fell into one of 

ten categories. The categories of activi-

ties were education, employment, fami-

ly, health, housing, legal, personal im-

provement, sobriety, social/recreation, 

and transportation. Incentive slips were 

provided for clean substance tests and 

completed activities. The slips of paper 

either said “Sorry, try again” or con-

tained incentives from $1 and $20 

amounts. The bowl also contained one 

$100 grand prize.  

 

The study revealed that the participants 

who received incentives for activities 

and clean drug tests stayed in treatment 

longer than the group who did not re-

ceive incentives. Two-thirds (66%) of 

the 1,059 activities/goals identified were 

completed. Goals were set by the cli-

ents with some feedback from a re-

search assistant.  

 

Practical Applications 

√ Provide assessment information to 

probationers to facilitate a conver-

sation about possible case plan 

goals related to criminogenic needs. 

√ Consider delivering incentives for 

the completion of established case 

plan action steps and goals.  

√ Collaborate with the probationer to 

establish case plan goals.  

√ Create case plans that are in the 

SMART (Specific, Measurable, At-

tainable, Realistic, Timely) format.  

√ Try using the optional case plan 

formats located at Judicialnet> 

Case Plan>Case Plan Format. 

√ For case plans, quality assurance 

(QA) and continuous quality im-

provement (CQI) tools have been 

created. Use the QA and CQI tools 

on your case plans to determine 

your own strengths and areas of 

improvement. The QA/CQI tools are 

located at Judicialnet>QA/CQI> 

Case Planning. 

√ Ask your supervisor for feedback on 

your case plans, possibly utilizing 

the case plan QA/CQI tools.  

√ When trained, use the Strategies for 

Behavior Change (SBC) program to 

deliver incentives. 
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Using Incentives with Case Plans 

Limitations of Information 

The study contained a small popu-

lation from two IOP treatment facili-

ties. Colorado’s probation popula-

tion may differ from those con-

tained in the study. It is unclear if 

the “Leisure Checklist” primed par-

ticipants to focus on goals related 

to leisure/recreation. The activity/

goal planning was performed by a 

research assistant and not a per-

son in an authoritative role. The 

study lacks any sobriety results for 

clients in the experimental group.  
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