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Offenders With Mental Illness Have Criminogenic 

Needs, Too: Toward Recidivism Reduction 

Summary/Conclusions 

In the present study, researchers 

tested whether factors unique to 

individuals with mental health con-

cerns contributed to recidivism 

(new charge or revocation) of pa-

rolees. The study found parolees 

with mental health concerns were 

no more likely to be charged with a 

new crime, but significantly more 

likely to have a revocation than the 

comparison group with no mental 

health concerns. The mental 

health group had significantly 

more generalized risk factors. Fi-

nally, factors unique to mental 

health parolees (e.g. medication 

adherence) did not increase indi-

vidual recidivism rates.  

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.  

Severe mental health issues can create 

difficulty for individuals in all aspects of 

life. While prior research has found that 

mental health issues are not a primary 

cause for criminal behavior, some crimi-

nal justice professionals disagree. Re-

searchers sought to discover the differ-

ences in risk factors between parolees 

with and without mental health issues, 

explore the general risk factors of parol-

ees with mental health issues, uncover 

which risk factors are better predictors 

of recidivism, and whether unique men-

tal health risk factors impacted recidi-

vism for parolees. 

  

The study consists of 221 adults recent-

ly paroled. Of the 221, 112 had serious 

mental health issues while 109 did not. 

Researchers made every attempt to 

create groups that were demographical-

ly similar. The parolees completed a 

battery of self and administered assess-

ments to determine risk and mental 

health factors (e.g. symptom severity, 

medication adherence). Researchers 

tracked recidivism, new crime and tech-

nical violations, through official state 

records one year following the initial 

assessment.  

 

There were no significant differences in 

likelihood of arrest when comparing pa-

rolees with mental health concerns and 

those without, but parolees with mental 

health concerns were more likely to re-

turn to custody for a technical violation 

of parole. Individuals with mental health 

issues had more general risk factors. 

They had significantly higher education/

employment, family/marital, procriminal 

attitude, anti-social personality pattern, 

and total risk score. Criminal history, 

leisure/recreation, and anti-social peers 

significantly predicted time to new 

crime, while criminal history, leisure/

recreation, and substance abuse signifi-

cantly predicted time to technical viola-

tion.  Finally, there were no significant 

effects of unique mental health risk fac-

tors on time to new crime or technical 

violation. 

 

Practical Applications: 
 
√ Remember having a mental illness 

does not place someone at a higher 

risk to reoffend. 

√ Address the criminogenic needs for 

all probationers. 

√ Instead of spending time on medi-

cation adherence and symptom se-

verity, prioritize conversations on 

anti-social thinking/behavior, peers, 

and other criminogenic needs.  

√ Recognize that probationers with 

mental health issues might require 

different communication strategies 

and collaboration to be successful.  

√ Find opportunities to discuss and 

address anti-social behaviors and 

statements. These present good 

opportunities for individuals to learn 

pro-social attitudes and behaviors.  

√ Collaborate with mental health ther-

apists to create a holistic (e.g. men-

tal health and criminogenic needs) 

approach to rehabilitation.  
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Unique Mental Health Factors Do Not Increase Risk  

Limitations of Information 

The study consists of parolees in a 

large western United States city, 

which may not accurately repre-

sent the population of Colorado 

probation. While the individuals 

assessing parolees did complete 

training and follow-up for inter-

rater reliability, it is unclear if they 

were accurately assessed risk fac-

tors. Individuals with mental health 

issues may be more or less forth-

coming with information than indi-

viduals with no mental health con-

cerns.  
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