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Behavioural Psychotherapy, 1991, 19, 321-331


Effectiveness of Pre-release Alcohol Education
Courses for Young Offenders in a Penal
Institution


S. Baldwin*, N. Heather, A. Lawson, M. Ward,
E. Robb, A. Williams, C. Greer, S. Gamba and
I. Robertson


*Neighbourhood Networks Project, Salford


Young males with alcohol-related offending behaviours were recruited
into a research study. In a Young Offenders' Institution, pre-release
offenders were allocated to a behavioural Alcohol Education Course
(AEC) or a non-intervention control group. At follow-up, dependent
variable differences were observed between the two groups. Results are
discussed in the context of policy and practice.


Introduction


Previous Alcohol Education Course (AEC) evaluation studies have been
completed in non-institutional settings, using referral systems established
with local courts (Baldwin, 1990; Baldwin et al., 1991). At the national
level, whilst many AEC services have been established in local settings
(Gamba, Greer, Baldwin and McClusky, 1989), similar services also have
been provided in correction institutions (McGill, Williamson, Roberts and
Frith, 1987; McMurran and Baldwin, 1989). To date, however, none has
been evaluated with appropriate experimental controls. Prisons and young
offender institutions have continued to provide alcohol education in the
absence of any supporting data on effectiveness.


The present study was based in a Young Offenders Institution (YOI) ten
miles north of Forfar, Angus. It was an open institution with places for
390 male inmates. The YOI social worker had made a request for alcohol
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education, following repeated requests from inmates. More than 50% of
offenders interviewed on admission had indicated alcohol as a factor in their
offence behaviours.


Initial discussions were completed with the social worker about the poss-
ible implementation of an AEC programme in the institution. Formal agree-
ment was obtained from the YOI governor, and further assistance was
requested from other disciplines. Specifically, agreement was reached with
the education department and prison psychologist to assist in the establish-
ment and maintenance of an AEC service for pre-release young offenders.
This approach was consistent with guidelines for behavioural interventions
in penal institutions (Rizvi, Hyland and Blackstock, 1984). It was also
designed to minimize system barriers to institutional reforms by making
services directly available to offender-client populations (Iglehart and Stein,
1985).


The focus on pre-release young offenders was based on the rationale that
the inmates most likely to benefit from educational interventions were
those waiting for discharge: new learning potential might be maximized by
recency effects. A main hypothesis of the experimental design was that
differences would be found between groups of offender-clients at follow-
up. This was based on the premise that the "active ingredients" of AECs
would be the acquisition of behavioural skills, and the progressive "shap-
ing" and refinement of these techniques, via feedback sessions. Even in the
absence of such behavioural feedback and the regular opportunity to
rehearse new skills, however, new learning would still occur.


Experimental hypothesis


The experimental hypothesis was that reductions in dependent variable
differences (i.e. drinking and offending behaviour) would be greater in the
behavioural AEC group than in the non-intervention control group.


Method


Experimental design


This study was a true experimental evaluation design, with random allo-
cation of subjects. The experimental group completed a behavioural AEC,
with six weekly sessions of two hours. The control group did not receive
an AEC (nor any other alcohol education materials) and attended their
usual institutional activities (e.g. work detail) whilst the experimental group
attended the AEC.
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Independent variable


The independent variable was the presence or absence of the behavioural
AEC.


Dependent variables


The experimental design included two dependent variables: (i) drinking
behaviour; and (ii) offending behaviour. The main hypothesis was that
the experimental group would show more improvements than the control
group.


The inclusion of a non-intervention control group was not problematic,
as AEC services previously had remained unevaluated. Continued provision
of unevaluated services may be more ethically questionable than the intro-
duction of a non-intervention control group (West, 1980).


Subjects


The following criteria were used to identify the potential client population
within the YOI. Self-referrals were encouraged from clients who: (i) were
aged between seventeen and twenty-one; (ii) stated they would attend for
an AEC interview; (iii) had committed two or more offences; (iv) had
more than half of their total offences drink-related.


Materials


The contents of this institutional AEC were similar to other behavioural
AECs, in non-institutional settings (Baldwin et al., 1991) with omissions
of some context-inappropriate material. (For example, it was not possible
for offender-clients to rehearse the skills of "controlled drinking" between
AEC sessions).


The AEC sessions were based on revisions of the original non-insti-
tutional training pack (Baldwin, Wilson, Lancaster and Allsop, 1988). For
a full description of the contents, see (Baldwin et al., 1989; Baldwin, 1991).


Procedure


Referrals


Offender-clients were identified for the AEC evaluation via examination of
their institutional records. A cohort of eligible inmates was identified whose
release dates were between six and eight weeks in the future. These offenders
were invited to participate in an evaluation study.


Each member of the group (« = 27) was approached individually by the
YOI social worker or teacher with the following rationale:
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You have made a request for some assistance with your drinking. We would
like to help you with this, and we may be able to offer you the opportunity to
join an Alcohol Education Course. We would like to interview you to see if
you would fit into the course. There are, however, limited places, and it may
not be possible to offer you assistance, even if you are eligible. Would you still
like to be interviewed for an Alcohol Education Course?


All offenders agreed to be interviewed, and the Motivational Screening
Instrument (MSI) (Baldwin et al., 1988) was completed by the social worker,
prison psychologist or teacher. All interviewed offenders were found to be
eligible, according to the study criteria.


Motivational Screening Interviews


Each worker had achieved criterion performance with the MSI; particular
attention was given to sections on collateral information. Completion of
the MSI was followed by a description to clients of the rationale for an
AEC. All clients who completed the screening interview wanted to attend
an AEC. Offenders were randomly allocated to an experimental
(behavioural AEC) or control (non-intervention) group. Follow-up inter-
views were contracted with all members of both groups. All offenders
signed consent forms indicating their willingness to participate in the evalu-
ation.


AEC presentation


The AEC was similar to the delivery in other controlled evaluations of
AEC (Baldwin, 1991; Baldwin et al., 1991). Materials were presented so
that offender-clients could acquire information and/or skills in reduced
drinking/offending (Baldwin et al., 1989). AEC standardization of deliver)'
was difficult, although individual styles of presentation were specified where
possible.


Support system for AECs


Establishment of AECs within corrections settings was consistent with
national initiatives (McMurran and Baldwin, 1989). None of these other
services, however, had included a controlled evaluation design to measure
outcome effectiveness. This study was the first attempt at AEC service
provision using a non-intervention control group: robust supports were
required within the institution to implement this system.


The provision of AECs at the YOI was based on a multi-level model of
implementation: (i) direct services for clients (interviews/AEC); (ii) in-
service training for YOI staff (teacher/social workers/prison officers);
(iii) system developments (e.g. meetings with Governor) to promote main-
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tenance of services in the medium to long-term. This strategy was consistent
with a systems view of institutional change implementation (e.g. Praill and
Baldwin, 1988).


Behavioural measures


Baseline: At initial interview, the MSI was used to obtain data on drinking
and offending behaviours prior to incarceration. In addition, clients were
requested to complete: Drinking Attitudes Questionnaire; MAST; SADQ;
GHQ; Offences Questionnaire. Data on drinking behaviour were obtained
from two self-report drinking windows; "drinking on seven days prior to
incarceration" and "period of heavy drinking during six months before
incarceration". Data on offending behaviours were obtained from "self-
reported offences since first recorded offence" until date of incarceration.


Follow-up: All offender-clients were informed they would be contacted
twelve months following discharge from the institution. Information about
collateral sources also was identified at the initial interview. Clients were
contacted by letter or by telephone, twelve months after discharge, and
were offered five pounds (£5) for completion of the interview. Follow-up
interviews were completed by research workers "blind" to the experimental
hypothesis.


Collateral Interviews: In addition to data obtained during baseline and
follow-up interviews, information was also required from other sources to
corroborate (or disconfirm) this clinical perspective. This interview was
completed by direct contact or by telephone, with spouses, drinking part-
ners, best friends or relatives.


Results


Client characteristics (pre-intervention)


A total of 14 offender-clients with a mean age of 19.4 years (range 16.9 -
20.8 years) completed a behavioural AEC; 13 were included in a control group
(assessment only) with a mean age of 19.4 years (range 17.5 - 22.4 years).


Between-group comparisons of behavioural AEC/control group data at
baseline produced no quantitative differences, with one exception: subjects
in the experimental group had a significantly greater average number of
property offences (n = 21) than subjects in the control group (n = 4), (p
< 0.05, t-test, independent samples). No qualitative differences were found
between the two groups, with one exception: subjects in the control group
were more likely to report drinking in pubs and clubs; in contrast, subjects
in the experimental group were more likely to report drinking from "carry
outs" in public places (p < 0.05, chi-squared test).
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Follow-up rates


Follow-up data were reported for 7 (60%) clients in the control group
(mean follow-up time 14 months) (range 9 - 2 1 months) and for 14 (100%)
clients in the experimental group (mean follow-up time 14 months) (range
12-18 months). Comparisons were made between subjects who completed
an AEC and a follow-up interview, with subjects who completed an AEC
and dropped out of the study following AEC completion. There were two
statistical differences between the two groups. In the follow-up group, the
mean number of drinking sessions in a heavy drinking week was less (2.5
per week) than in the dropout group (4.7 per week) (p < 0.05; t-test). Also,
in the follow-up group 19/21 clients were not wine drinkers, compared
with 1/6 in the dropout group (p < 0.005, chi-quared).


Analysis of change—follow-up


Two-way analysis of variance produced several significantly different inter-
action effects. Specifically: (a) the control group increased average number
of units per week (123 - 140), whereas the AEC group decreased units per
week (140 - 63), (/"(1,19).= 4.546,p < 0.05); (b) the control group increased
average units per drinking session (21 - 43), whereas the AEC group
decreased ( 2 7 - 18), {F{\, 19) = 6.753,/> < 0.05); (c) the AEC group (21.2
- 4.6) reduced the average number of offences against property, whereas
the control group increased (4.2 - 5.9), (F(\, 13) = 6.489,/? < 0.05); (d) both
control group (20 - 18) and AEC group (20 - 5.6) reduced the number of
"rules" offences (Z7 (1,13) = 6.296, p < 0.05).


Between-groups comparisons of behavioural AEC/control group out-
come data produced significant differences on several variables:
(i) behavioural AEC subjects self-reported less drinking in average number
of units per session (18 units) compared with non-intervention control
group (43 units) (p < 0.05); (ii) behavioural AEC subjects average self-
reported offences against "rules and regulations" (5.1 offences), compared
with non-intervention control group (19 offences) (p < 0.05);
(iii) behavioural AEC subjects averaged fewer self-reported offences against
persons (1 offence), compared with non-intervention control group (2.7
offences) (p < 0.05) (t-tests, independent samples).


Comparison of the within-group differences of the behavioural AEC group
at baseline and follow-up produced significant reductions in several domains,
including: (i) a significant reduction in average number of drink-related prob-
lems (6 to 2) (p < 0.05); (ii) decrease in offences against property (21 to 5)
(p < 0.005); (iii) decrease in offences against "rules and regulations" (20 to
5) (p < 0.005); (iv) decrease in offences against persons (8 to 1) (p < 0.01);
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(v) decrease in Attitudes to Drinking Questionnaire scores (14 to 9)
(p < 0.05); (vii) increase in expressed confidence levels for adhering to stated
limits on drinking (50% to 95%) (p < 0.001) (t-tests — related samples).


Comparison of the within-group differences of the non-intervention con-
trol group at baseline and follow-up produced no significant differences.


Collateral interviews


No significant differences were found between control and experimental
groups for collateral reports (chi-squared tests). In the control group 5/6
collaterals agreed on levels of drinking and 6/6 on levels of offending
behaviour. In the experimental group, 10/12 collaterals agreed on levels of
drinking and 11/12 on levels of offending behaviour. Differences of within-
group change between baseline and follow-up are summarized in Table 1.


TABLE 1. Summary of baseline and follow-up measures from Noranside YOI study


Baseline


123
21


155
33
4.3
5.3
4.1
4.2


20
5.0


11.4
20.4


Control group


Follow-up


210
43


262
45
2.8
6.4
4.0
5.9


19
2.7


11.6
12.4


Baseline


140
27


152
30
3.4
7.4
5.9


21.2
20


8.3
14.1
24.8


Behavioural AEC


Follow-up


63
18


143
28
2.3
5.4
2.3
4.6
5.1
1.0
8.6


14.6


i mean number of units per week
ii average number of units per drinking session


iii mean number of units ("heavy drinking period")
iv mean number of units per session during "heavy drinking period"
v conviction rates (self-reported)
vi mean number of "life problems"


vii mean number of "life problems" (alcohol-related only)
viii mean number of offences against property (self-reported)


ix mean number of offences against rules and regulations (self-reported)
x mean number of offences against persons (self-reported)


xi mean values Attitudes to Drinking Questionnaire
xii mean values General Health Questionnaire
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Discussion


The results of the study are limited by failure to obtain an optimum number
of subjects. Such studies ideally should not fall below a sample size of ten
subjects per condition (Kraemer, 1981). Despite the limitations imposed by
small sample sizes, however, some trends have emerged. The experimental
intervention (behavioural AEC) did impact on both drinking and offending
behaviours. Some follow-up differences on both dependent variables were
found in the experimental group, but not in the control group.


An overall follow-up rate of 80% was obtained at an average of fourteen
months after initial baseline measures. Some differences between percent-
ages of successful follow-ups between groups were observed; despite a
successful completion of follow-up interviews with 21 of the original clients,
some of the observed effects may be due to differential attrition between
the two groups. Nonetheless, 60% completion of follow-up interviews does
not necessarily suggest the follow-up sample population was unrepresent-
ative. Such rates are consonant with other studies in the forensic field (e.g.
Spence, 1979). The small sample sizes, (in conjunction with 2/3 subjects
followed up) does mean that although some effects were important, they
may not have achieved "clinical significance".


Equally, the reactivity of the research context might have threatened the
external validity. Alternatively, the non-treated group might have experi-
enced some kind of "disappointment effect". In addition, specific
behaviours studied in applied research may vary in topography and qualitat-
ive characteristics from the parallel clinical problems. This exerts limits to
generalizability (Kazdin, 1978).


Some reductions in both dependent variables (drinking and offending
behaviours) nonetheless were achieved, as main effects of the study. In
particular, reduced self-reported drinking occurred in the behavioural AEC
at follow-up, whilst control group subjects had increased their drinking
during the same period. Other reductions were observed in: number of
units per drinking session; mean number of units per week during heavy
drinking period; and mean number of units per session during heavy drink-
ing period. In sum, the impact of behavioural AEC on a pre-release group of
incarcerated young offenders produced some durable reductions in drinking
behaviour.


The behavioural AEC also impacted on self-reported offending. (Whilst
self-reported rates were uncorroborated, other similar studies have sug-
gested that offender-client self-report data can be reliable (e.g. Baldwin,
1991; Baldwin et al., 1991)). In the experimental group, statistically signifi-
cant reductions were obtained in seif-reported offences against rules and
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regulations, property and persons. Both control group and experimental
group subjects reported a decrease in overall offending rates. However,
control group subjects reported a specific (non-significant) decrease only in
offences against persons.


Other statistically significant differences were observed. In the
behavioural AEC group at follow-up, significant reductions were observed
in: number of drink-related problems; reductions in average SADQ scores;
significant improvements in Attitudes to Drinking Scores; and increases in
ideal average weekly drinking level (which might suggest a more realistic
target level of drinking). These changes were complemented by significant
increases in confidence levels in achieving personal drinking targets. These
differences were not obtained in the control group, which suggests that
these complementary improvements may have been achieved as secondary,
indirect effects of the behavioural AEC.


Examination of the follow-up data suggests that, whilst behavioural AEC
subjects had reduced volume alcohol intake at follow-up, average levels of
drinking still exceeded the limit of "safer" drinking (i.e. 63 units, which
exceeds a "safer" drinking level by a factor of three).


This finding raised the question of significant improvement of the results:
even this 55% reduction of average drinking levels might be considered
insufficient, if most clients continued to drink alcohol at levels beyond
"safer" limits. Similarly, reductions in sessional levels of drinking from
27 to 18 units represents a statistically significant improvement: "clinical
improvement" might be jeopardized, however, by an average session level
(18 units) very likely to produce regular intoxication.


In addition, during periods of heavy drinking ("relapse episodes")
offender-clients who had completed a behavioural AEC continued to drink
at very dangerous intake levels (e.g. 143 units average compared with 262
units in the control group). Despite the achievement of significant statistical
improvements not found in the control group, this may not have been
sufficient to avoid further risks from drink-related problems.


Nonetheless, one interpretation of between-groups follow-up data is that
completion of a behavioural AEC may inoculate against further deterio-
ration in drinking behaviour and drink-related problems: in the non-inter-
vention control group, increases were observed between baseline and fol-
low-up in several domains, including mean number of units per week (123
to 210): average number of units per drinking session (21 to 43); mean
number of units per week ("heavy drinking period") (155 to 262); mean
number of units per session during "heavy drinking period" (33 to 45);
and mean number of other life problems (5.3 to 6.4).
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Partial achievement of an adequate sample size in both conditions, how-
ever, is a barrier to the generalizability of the results: 1 or 2 offender-clients
with extreme scores may have dominated the results obtained. In addition,
with fewer than 10 in the cell, odds favour finding non-significant results,
even when effects have been obtained (Kraemer, 1981).


The observed differences between experimental (AEC) and control (non-
intervention) groups is a promising indicator for future, similar research.
Despite the absence of opportunities for offender-clients to rehearse skills
related to: (i) controlled drinking/abstinence; and (ii) "not offending"
between sessions, exposure to therapeutic materials during sessions exerted
a positive effect on subsequent behaviour. (For example, whilst behavioural
AEC offender-clients were not able to keep a drink diary during the course,
many expressed the intention to complete a drink diary after release).
Equally, exposure to therapeutic materials and group discussions of specific
topics may have increased the probability of positive decision-making in
the group about specific "reform behaviours" (e.g. "When I am released,
I will not hang around with Billy and Dave"; or "After I leave here, I am
going to stick to my drinking levels").


Conclusions


Whilst generalizations beyond this population are restricted by the meth-
odological limitations of the study, completion of a behavioural AEC by
pre-release incarcerated offenders may reduce some drinking and offending
behaviours in the medium-term. Future studies should aim to recruit larger
sample sizes into similar interventions.
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