
Running Head: BRIDGING THE GAP FROM PRISON TO SOCIETY 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bridging the Gap from Prison to Society:  

Evaluating the Construction of the Parole Officer’s Role and its Perceived Impact on Parolee 

Outcomes  

 

Breaunna Alexander  

MPP Essay  

Oregon State University  

In partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Master of Public Policy  

 

 

 

 

 

Presented May 31, 2017  

 

 

 



BRIDGING THE GAP FROM PRISON TO SOCIETY  
  

2 

Master of Public Policy Essay of Breaunna Alexander presented on 

May 31, 2017 

 

 

APPROVED:  

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Michelle Inderbitzin (Chair), representing Sociology 

 

 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Scott Akins, representing Sociology 

 

 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Rebecca Warner, representing Sociology   

 

 

 

I understand that my thesis will become part of the permanent collection of Oregon State 

University libraries. My signature below authorizes release of my thesis to any reader upon 

request. 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Breaunna Alexander, author 

 

 

 



BRIDGING THE GAP FROM PRISON TO SOCIETY  
  

3 

Abstract  

For some incarcerated individuals, when they are released from prison they are released 

to an officer in the parole and probation department for a specified period of supervision while in 

the community. During this supervisory period, these individuals, also known as parolees, are 

able to develop pro-social skills and behaviors, which can enable them to transition into a 

positive and conformed member of society. For this to happen, parole officers are put in a 

difficult position where they are required to be both a law enforcer and a social worker. They 

have to monitor and manage the parolee, ensure the parolee is meeting the conditions of their 

supervision, and make sure that the parolee is not committing new crimes within the community. 

These officers also have to facilitate the parolee’s rehabilitation through cognitive and behavioral 

restructuring and pro-social skill building. For parolees to have the best opportunity for success 

while on supervision, officers must be able to balance the law enforcement and social worker 

aspects of the job while creating and maintaining a positive relationship with the parolee. This 

study examines the perceptions of parole officers from three agencies within Oregon that enable 

officers to utilize a balanced approach of punishment and rehabilitation in paroling. Through a 

social constructionist lens, this study evaluates both how officers develop, perceive, and interact 

with parolees and the perceived impact of the officer’s interactions on the parolee’s outcomes.  
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Bridging the Gap from Prison to Society:  

Evaluating the Construction of the Parole Officer’s Role and its Perceived Impact on Parolee 

Outcomes  

Parole agencies operate as the bridge between criminal justice institutions, such as jail or 

prison and the free society. As the connecting institution, the parole officers within this agency 

provide the link to resources and services that the parolees need in order to thrive while on and 

after completing a period of supervision. This context of facilitating successful transition is 

housed within the greater responsibility of this department to ensure that parolees are adhering to 

the supervision conditions outlined by the courts as well as the responsibility of the officer to 

maintain the safety of the greater community. Parole officers have a number of responsibilities 

from ensuring community safety, to providing treatment or services and facilitating cognitive 

change, but the order in which the officers prioritize these roles and responsibilities varies from 

officer to officer as a result of the way the officer understands and constructs his/her role.  

 Social construction theory posits that society is constructed through shared definitions, 

descriptions, and perceptions. These perceptions and definitions in turn shape how a person 

behaves and interacts with the world around them. While the title and the responsibilities of a 

parole officer are similar across individuals and agencies, the unique perspectives and 

experiences of the individual officer shape how he/she prioritizes these responsibilities. In turn, 

these priorities shape how the officer interacts with the parolees as well. Some parole officers 

construct the definition of an officer as someone who is there to prevent further victimization, 

keep the community safe, and keep the parolee inline. These officers may be seen as prioritizing 

the law enforcement function of the job. However, other officers may construct his/her role as 

one where he/she is responsible for both assisting the parolee in transitioning back into society 
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and for providing the parolee with additional resources and treatment. Under this construction, 

the officer may be prioritizing the social worker function of the job over the law enforcement 

aspect of the job. Many officers try to balance these two aspects in order to achieve the dual 

goals of the parole and probation departments of ensuring both community safety and facilitating 

the parolees successful transition back into society. Through interviews conducted with officers 

who are currently supervising caseloads within parole and probation agencies that are utilizing 

punitive and rehabilitative techniques in order to effectively supervise parolees, this study will 

examine how factors such as the agency of employment and the officer’s years of experience in 

the field impact how the officer constructs his/her position. By understanding how parole officers 

define this position, this study will begin to examine how these prioritized responsibilities shape 

and affect how officers interact with the parolees on his/her caseload. Finally, this study will 

explore how officers define his/her parolee’s success as well as how the officer perceives how 

he/she has impacted the parolee’s overall success. 

Literature Review 

The State of Parole in the United States 

When an individual is released from prison, they may be required to adhere to a period of 

supervision while transitioning back into the community (Kaeble & Bonzcar, 2016). The two 

most utilized forms of community supervision are probation and parole (Kaeble & Bonzcar, 

2016). An individual is released onto probation through a court-order as either the replacement to 

incarceration or in combination with a sentence of incarceration: an individual on parole is 

released to the agency once he/she has served a portion of a prison sentence while incarcerated 

and is required to complete the remainder of the sentence in the community (Kaeble & Bonzcar, 

2016 and Blasko, Friedmann, Rhodes, & Taxman, 2015). Parole agencies are given the critical 
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role of overseeing and reintegrating previously incarcerated individuals back into the community 

upon his/her release while simultaneously maintaining the safety of the rest of the community 

(Travis & Lawrence, 2002 and Solomon, Kachnowski, & Bhati, 2005 and Hamin & Hassan, 

2012). Parolees, individuals who are currently released in the community on parole, are 

supervised by parole officers who ensure that the parolee is adhering to a number of supervisory 

conditions that include, but are not limited to regularly reporting to the officer, undergoing drug 

testing, and maintaining legal employment (Travis & Lawrence, 2002). Historically, parole 

agencies operated as institutions primarily focused on rehabilitating and reintegrating parolees 

back into the community, but that focus shifted in response to the tough-on-crime movement of 

the 1970s.   

As a result of this movement, parole supervision often places more importance on the 

surveillance function of parole officers over the rehabilitation function, which can result in 

parole officers focusing more on monitoring and sanctioning parolees rather than providing 

resources and assistance (Solomon et al., 2005 and Opsal, 2009). As one example, Opsal (2009) 

found that female parolees believed that the parole officer they were released to was not there to 

assist them in smoothly transitioning back into the community; moreover, these parolees 

articulated that they perceived that the primary role of their officer was to monitor them. In 

another study, approximately 82%-87% of parolees revealed that prior to their release, they 

anticipated their parole officers would assist them with transitioning into the community; 

however, only about half reported that they felt their officers had been helpful in this transition 

(Baer et al., 2006). These studies suggest that punitive measures may be prioritized among parole 

agencies and officers to the dismay of parolees who perceive these means of supervision as 

ineffective in assisting the transition into the community. While punitive techniques to deter 
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crime have become the dominant policy and supervisory techniques, these techniques have 

generally failed to reduce both recidivism and parole violations (Andrews & Bonta, 2010, 

Paparozzi & Demichele, 2008, and Solomon et al., 2005). Recidivism refers to when an 

individual is released from jail or prison and eventually reoffenders and is returned to jail or 

prison, wither for violating the terms of their parole or for committing a new crime.  

According to the Bureau of Justice Statistics, the parole population has been expanding 

for the last 15 years. In 2000, 725,527 total adults in the United States were released on parole, 

while in 2015, an estimated 870,500 adults were released on parole (Kaeble & Bonzcar, 2016). 

This growth in population has resulted in approximately a 20% increase in the US parole 

population between 2000 and 2015 (Kaeble & Bonzcar, 2016). In 2016, 1 in every 53 adults was 

either currently on parole or probation (Kaeble & Bonzcar, 2016). Of this expanding parole 

population, women constitute the fastest growing portion (Johnson, 2014 and Cornacchione et 

al., 2016). Currently, 11 percent of individuals paroled in the United States are women (Johnson, 

2014, Cornacchione et al., 2016 and Morash, Kashy, Smith, & Cobbina, 2015). Research reveals 

that a majority of the parole population will either return to prison for committing a new crime or 

will not successfully complete the parole terms.  

A study conducted by the Justice Policy Center of the Urban Institute found that within 3 

years, 2/3 of all parolees will be rearrested for a new crime (Baer et al., 2006 and Kerbs, Jones, 

& Jolley, 2009) The Bureau of Justice Statistics defines successful parolees as parolees who 

complete their term of supervision without returning to prison, returning to jail, or disappearing 

from supervision before completing their parole term (Travis & Lawrence, 2002 & Kaeble & 

Bonzcar, 2016). Additionally, the revocation of parole has significantly contributed to the 

increasing incarceration rates over the last 30 years (Blasko et al., 2015). Nearly 35% of all new 
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prison admissions are for individuals who have violated the terms of their parole (Baer et al., 

2006). These numbers suggest that a majority of parolees will commit another crime within the 

community after completing their parole sentence and a little over 1/3 of all parolees will violate 

their parole terms and subsequently be returned to prison. These data reveals that the punitive 

framework and strategies of parole supervision are neither ensuring community safety nor 

facilitating successful parolee reintegration, which are the two central goals of parole agencies 

(Cobbina, 2010). In order to maintain public safety and facilitate successful transition, effective 

parole agencies need to utilize a balanced approach of both punishment and rehabilitation 

(Paparozzi & Demichele, 2008). 

The State of Parole Officers in the United States  

Supervision Techniques. For parolees to complete their parole terms successfully, they 

need both assistance and discipline from their supervising officers (Hamin & Hassan, 2012 and 

Paparozzi & Demichele, 2008). Parole officers vary by what functions of the job they prioritize 

and the attitudes they hold towards punitive and rehabilitative approaches (Steiner, Travis, 

Makarios, & Brickley, 2011). In one study, officers ranked a number of statements under 

categories such as enforcement, authority, and assistance to assess how officers prioritize these 

responsibilities (Steiner et al., 2011). Officers who ranked high on scales of authority and low on 

scales of assistance were likely to adhere to the law-enforcer approach while officers who ranked 

high on scales of assistance and low on scales of authority were likely to adhere to the social 

worker approach (Steiner et al., 2011). Officers who utilize the law enforcer approach adhere 

more closely to the punitive approach of parole and more often relied on tools such as frequent 

drug testing, house arrest, and electronic monitoring to manage their caseloads (Opsal, 2009 and 

Steiner et al., 2011). In contrast, officers who subscribe to the social caseworker approach adhere 
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more closely to the rehabilitative approach of parole and emphasized rehabilitation and 

reintegration by offering resources, programming options, and other forms of assistance to 

parolees (Opsal, 2009). These officers believed that assisting parolees in structuring their time 

and referring them to a job service to assist in finding employment were critical responsibilities 

to being an effective officer (Steiner et al., 2011).  

Ricks and Louden (2015) noted that officers, regardless of attitude, utilized similar 

strategies when confronting a parolee’s first incident; however, when there was continued non-

compliance, officers who emphasized control or a balanced approach were more likely to utilize 

punitive measures over officers who emphasized rehabilitation to gain compliance. For example, 

if a parolee violates curfew, a punitive response could be to increase random check-ins at the 

home during curfew, while a rehabilitative approach may be to have a discussion with the 

parolee to understand why they violated curfew and to facilitate a conversation around the 

consequences that could arise from a curfew violation. With continued non-compliance, the 

archetypical law-enforcement officer will be likely to respond with increased rules and 

restrictions in order to prevent that behavior from occurring again while the archetypical social 

worker officer will respond to a parolee’s non-compliance by overlooking problematic behaviors 

in order to focus on offering support and guidance instead (Ricks & Louden, 2015). While these 

two attitudes are perceived as being in opposition, they are not incompatible as there are officers 

who hold both attitudes oriented towards authority and assistance (Steiner et al., 2011).   

Officers who ranked as high authority/high assistance were the officers who were most 

inclined towards both enforcement and assistance (Steiner et al., 2011). These officers took a 

blended approach to supervision. Parolees whose officer utilized a blended approach generally 

experienced lower rates of recidivism when compared to parolees whose officer utilized either 
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the punitive approach or the rehabilitative approach (Paparozzi & Demichele, 2008). Through 

the use of a quasi-experimental design, Ricks and Louden (2015) found that a majority of 

officers self-reported utilizing a balanced approach of control and support, while approximately 

30% of officers reported preferring one approach over the other. Steiner et al. (2011) found that 

the decision to sanction or not to sanction a parolee is influenced not only by the officer’s 

attitude and surveillance approach, but also by a number of job characteristics.  

Impact of Job Characteristics. There are two main aspects of the job that impact the 

rate at which officers impose sanctions on parolees: officer discretion and officer caseload. 

Parole officers in most jurisdictions, are afforded a high level of discretion in utilizing various 

supervisory techniques and strategies (Cornacchione & Smith, 2016 and Ricks & Louden, 2015). 

The discretion that officers utilize can yield different results for the same type of infraction 

(Kerbs et al., 2009). Some officers may pursue formal revocation hearings for an infraction 

where other officers may impose “in-house” sanctions for that same infraction (Kerbs et al., 

2009). Within the context of parole agencies, officers have discretion in how they choose to 

respond or not respond to a parolee’s action or inaction as long as the parolee’s action or inaction 

is not illegal (Kerbs et al., 2009).  Thus, if a parolee violates the terms of their parole in a way 

that is not illegal, such as violating curfew, the officer has the discretion to respond in a way 

he/she finds most appropriate (Kerbs et al., 2009). Parole officer discretion reveals that the 

officer a parolee is released to impacts the experience the parolee has while on supervision. If a 

parolee is released to an officer who utilizes punitive measures more often, this parolee may 

experience harsher punishments compared to parolees who are released to officers who utilize 

rehabilitative measures more often. The approach that officers use towards the parolees they 

supervise, may affect the parolees overall outcomes. Not only does discretion affect how the 
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parolee is sanctioned for a violation, but various factors of the officer’s caseload also impacts the 

officer’s sanctioning decision (Kerbs et al., 2009).    

While there is no current national data available on the caseload amounts of parole 

officers, Paparozzi and Demichele (2008) found that the total number of parole cases have 

expanded from 1,338,535 in 1980 to 4,946,944 in 2005: a 270% national growth in caseload 

amount. On average, parole officers are managing caseloads of 70 parolees, which is about two 

times the recommended number of cases per officer (Baer et al., 2006 and Solomon et al., 2005). 

It is possible that the expansion in the number of cases parole officers are managing have 

increased as a result of the expansion of the parole population in past decades. Larger caseloads 

may result in more violations going undetected; thus, as officers are required to manage more 

parolees, they are less likely to catch all the violations that occur (Steiner et al., 2011). This may 

result in officers imposing sanctions on the parolees he/she supervises at a different rate than the 

officers who oversee a smaller caseload. With the increased caseload, officers often have less 

time to provide services and develop relationships with parolees, making it difficult to utilize 

tactics aligned with the rehabilitation approach such as providing counseling. Therefore, these 

officers may be more likely to require routine drug testing and check-ins in order to monitor a 

parolees’ behavior (Hamin & Hassan, 2012). The composition of individuals on a parole 

officer’s caseload also may affect the monitoring strategy that officers utilize. When officers 

supervise a greater number of parolees who are characterized as high-risk, these officers may be 

more inclined to impose sanctions at a higher rate because these parolees are predicted to engage 

in behaviors that violate the terms of parole more often than low-risk or moderate-risk parolees 

(Steiner, Hester, Makarios, & Travis, 2012). Lastly, if the majority of the parolees on a specific 

caseload reside in either an urban or suburban area, officers are more likely to revoke an 
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individual’s parole because parolees who reside in these areas are more often higher-risk 

individuals when compared to parolees residing in rural areas (Steiner et al., 2012). The 

surveillance approaches that officers take and a number of job characteristics impact how 

officers interact with the parolees he/she supervises. These interactions have the ability to shape 

the relationship that forms between the officer and his/her parolee, which can affect how the 

parolee fairs while on parole.  

Officer and Parolee Relationship. The relationship between a parolee and his/her 

officer is often overlooked and unexamined when discussing the function and impact of parole; 

however, understanding and evaluating this relationship and its impact is a critical area to 

investigate in order to improve the outcomes of parolees while on supervision. Research in both 

the mental health and the criminal justice field has found that utilizing a therapeutic or working 

alliance between the client and the practitioner is correlated to positive treatment and parole 

outcomes (Walters, 2015 and Cornacchione et al., 2016). The working alliance is defined as “a 

mutual understanding and agreement about change goals and the necessary tasks to move toward 

these goals along with the establishment of bonds to maintain the partners’ work” (Blasko et al., 

2015). When examining this same relationship between parole officers and substance abusing 

parolees, research suggests that utilizing cognitive-behavioral interventions resulted in a 

reduction in drug use, arrests, and days spent in jail (Blasko et al., 2015 and Walters, 2015). In 

addition, parolees who participated in a working alliance relationship with his/her officer more 

often perceived this relationship more positively than parolees under traditional supervision and 

they were more likely to achieve better outcomes as well (Blasko et al., 2015). Critical to the 

working alliance is the relationship that forms between the officer and the parolee (Blasko et al., 

2015 and Walters, 2015). When the parole officer exhibits characteristics such as fairness, 
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honesty, flexibility, interest, trust and respect, the parolee more often views this relationship 

more positively, which then affects their overall outcomes (Blasko et al., 2015 and Walters, 

2015). When the relationship formed between the officer and parolee develops and encourages 

feelings of self-efficacy in the parolee, these parolees are more often better able to create and 

maintain a pro-social lifestyle (Morash et al., 2015).  

The relationship that forms between a female parolee and her officer is integral to the 

parolee’s success. Women parolees often lack positive relationships, more so than men, when 

they exit prison, which can make the parole officer a critical and central member of this parolee’s 

social network (Cornacchione et al., 2016, Cobbina, 2010, and Morash et al., 2015). Not only 

this, but female parolees tend to place great value on meaningful personal and professional 

relationships; thus, placing an increased importance on the relationship they form with their 

officer when compared to the importance that male parolees place on the relationship formed 

with their parole officer (Johnson, 2014). Female parolees also often achieve better outcomes on 

parole when the parole officer facilitates a supportive and trusting relationship (Cornacchione & 

Smith, 2016 and Morash et al., 2016). While the relationship established between a female 

parolee and her officer has a larger impact on the parolee’s overall success than the relationship 

formed between an officer and his/her male parolees, in both cases, the relationship that forms 

between an officer and his/her parolees plays an integral role in the successfulness of the 

parolees. Moreover, the responsibilities the officers prioritize impacts what type of relationship 

develops between the pair and this relationship, in turn, has the ability to impact and shape the 

outcomes of the parolees he/she supervises.  

The State of Parole Officers in Oregon  
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Evidence-Based Practices. Data suggests that utilizing methods and techniques, such as 

assessments that address the parolee’s risks to recidivate and what they need in order to succeed 

while on supervision, can improve parolee outcomes; however, they have rarely been 

implemented because they align more closely to rehabilitation objectives rather than to punitive 

objectives (Andrews & Bonta, 2010 and Paparozzi & Demichele, 2008). Over the last 15 years, 

Oregon has made a commitment to utilizing evidence-based practices throughout a number of 

state agencies through legislation, such as Senate bill 267. Senate bill 267 is a bill that was 

passed in 2003 with the intention of directing agency funds towards the implementation and 

expansion of evidence-based programs (VanLandingham, 2015). This legislation was targeted at 

adult parole and probation departments as well as agencies that work in conjunction with 

reducing adult recidivism, such as drug and alcohol treatments and mental health treatment 

facilities (VanLandingham, 2015). By dedicating funding towards evidence-based practices, 

Oregon policymakers are demonstrating that they perceive that research driven practices have the 

ability to improve agency outcomes, and in the case of parole and probation departments, reduce 

adult recidivism. Parole and probation agencies are designed to ensure community safety while 

reducing recidivism and ensuring successful reintegration of parolees into the community; thus, 

policymakers believe that as officers utilize various evidence-based practices, these agencies will 

be better equipped and able to achieve these goals more frequently and more effectively. While 

the parole and probation departments throughout Oregon have been encouraged to implement 

research-based strategies, the rate at which agencies have adopted and implemented research-

based tools varies from county-to-county. Nonetheless, there are a number of assessments and 

tools that have been implemented and have been perceived to improve the agency’s ability to 

meet the outlined missions and goals.  
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The Level of Service/Case Management Inventory (LS/CMI) assessment is a tool that 

measures a parolee’s needs, identifies the areas of risk for that individual to recidivate, and 

creates a case plan to target those specific categories to reduce the likelihood of that parolee to 

recidivate (Andrews, Bonta, & Wormwith, 2004). This assessment measures the parolee’s risks 

and needs in eight categories including criminal history, education/employment, family/marital, 

leisure/recreation, companions, alcohol/drug, pro-criminal attitude/orientation, and antisocial 

patterns (Andrews, Bonta, & Wormwith, 2004). Another assessment that is used by agencies is a 

gender-responsive risk assessment tool referred to as the Woman’s Risk/Needs Assessment 

(WRNA). While assessments, such as the LS/CMI, were designed to predict the attitudes and 

behaviors of male parolees, the WRNA takes into account the ‘gendered pathways’ that women 

take into crime, which are distinct from their male counterparts (Boppre & Sallsbury, 2016). 

Compared to male parolees, female parolees often experience higher levels of parental stress, 

low levels of self-efficacy, past victimization, past abuse, low self-esteem and often lack positive 

intimate relationships (Cornacchione & Smith, 2016). This assessment includes gender-

responsive factors such as relationship support and conflict, parental involvement and stress, 

self-efficacy, prior physical and sexual trauma, housing safety, mental health, and anger/hostility, 

which are areas that have been identified to uniquely affect the recidivism rates of female 

parolees (Boppre & Sallsbury, 2016, Cobbina, 2010 and Johnson, 2014). In addition, the WRNA 

also measures gender-neutral factors that are still predictive of women’s recidivism (Boppre & 

Sallsbury, 2016). In addition to assessments that are used to identify and target the areas that 

pose the greatest threat to a parolee’s recidivism while on supervision, agencies also utilize 

various techniques to guide the interaction between an officer and his/her parolees.    
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The Effective Practices in Community Supervising (EPICS) model was implemented so 

officers could more effectively apply the three principles of effective intervention; risk, need, 

and responsivity (Schreiner, 2011). The risk principle refers to enabling the officer to assess the 

risk of a parolee to reoffend (Schreiner, 2011). The need principle refers to the officer focusing 

his/her time on addressing the needs of the parolee that are linked to continued criminal behavior 

(Schreiner, 2011). The responsivity principle refers to the officer’s ability to match the parolee’s 

learning style to the officer’s teaching style (Schreiner, 2011). By combining these principles 

with core correctional practices, such as pro-social modeling, cognitive restructuring, and 

problem solving, the officer can target the high-criminogenic needs of the parolees and use 

cognitive-behavioral interventions to bring about effective change (Schreiner, 2011). Other 

agencies are utilizing Carey Guides, which are worksheets and curriculum designed for officers 

to work through the criminogenic needs with parolees. The assignments designed through Carey 

Guides translate evidence-based practices into a series of tools and strategies by enabling the 

officer and their parolee to work through assignments that will improve their cognitive 

processing (The Carey Guides). By using these guides, the parolees are able to identify and 

understand the personal and environmental factors that underlie their offending behavior while 

also enabling them to learn the skills necessary to make positive future actions and choices (The 

Carey Guides).  

Along with these assessments, models, and guides, officers also utilize a number of 

evidence-based core correctional practices that are designed to influence the interaction between 

the officer and their parolee. One practice is motivational interviewing. Motivational 

interviewing is a practice that focuses on communicating in a way that assists individuals to 

develop the rationale to begin to change their lives. This is a person-centered counseling 
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approach that helps individuals find intrinsic motivation and develop the confidence to change. 

The techniques that surround this practice involve the officer asking open-ended questions, 

providing affirmative statements, practicing reflective listening, and summarizing the 

conversation as a whole. Moving through this process of communication will allow the officer 

and the parolee to identify the areas of change and plan the concrete steps to take to target those 

areas. Another core correctional practice involves the cognitive aspect of the parolee. Through 

worksheets and homework assignments that are provided through the case-planning portion 

included in assessments and guides, officers are able to work through the parolee’s target areas. 

For example, if a parolee is at the greatest risk to recidivate due to their companions, the officer 

and the parolee can work through an assignment where the parolee identifies who their closest 

friends are, what activities the friends engage in, and what repercussions these relationships may 

have. Then, the officer and parolee are able to discuss what pro-social relationships look like and 

develop a plan on how to make more pro-social relationships. Through this process, parolees are 

able to think about their situations through an objective lens in order to choose a more pro-social 

course of action. Moreover, these correctional practices are essential for the parolee to develop 

the cognitive ability to think through and change their behaviors.  

Current Study  

This study will aim to expand upon the literature surrounding parole agencies, parole 

officers, and parolee outcomes. While the primary goals of parole agencies are to facilitate the 

reintegration of parolees and maintain public safety, the rate at which parolees are recidivating 

and returning to prison reveals that these goals are largely going unmet. This research will aim to 

examine how the constructed definition of the parole officers’ position impacts the perceived 

outcomes of the parole population. To do so, this study will first expand upon the research by 
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Steiner et al (2001), which examined how officers rank his/her attitudes and prioritize his/her job 

responsibilities, by evaluating how officers within specific Oregon agencies that emphasize the 

implementation of rehabilitative techniques, tools, and approaches define and prioritize his/her 

responsibilities. This study will evaluate the individual factors that impact both which 

responsibilities officers identify as being central to this role and how these factors affect the 

order in which these responsibilities are prioritized. Next, this study will expand upon two 

aspects of research conducted by Cornacchione and Smith (2016): the gender-linked needs of 

parolees and the impact of positive relationships between an officer and their parolee. This study 

will examine how officers perceive and respond to the gender-linked needs of the parolees he/she 

supervises as well as expand upon how officers define, maintain, and perceive the impact of the 

relationship on the outcomes of parolees they supervise. To fill a gap that exists within the 

current research, this study will also evaluate how officers define the successfulness of parolees 

and what role he/she perceives playing in the parolees’ overall success. By understanding how 

officers construct and define his/her responsibilities and how these constructs impact the 

interactions that happen between the officer and the parolee, this research can reveal the critical 

factors that impact the overall success of parolees.  

Methods 

Agencies 

The target population for this study was parole officers who were currently supervising 

caseloads in agencies where rehabilitative techniques, tools, and strategies were being 

implemented. Since the 1970s, parole officers and agencies have increasingly focused on the law 

enforcement aspects of the job, which has resulted in the increased use of punitive tools, 

techniques, and strategies to monitor parolees. However, the rhetoric surrounding effective 
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paroling has begun to shift in recent decades, removing some of the emphasis from law 

enforcement aspects of paroling and placing it on the social worker aspects of paroling. This 

current trend in paroling has allowed parole agencies and parole officers to emphasize both the 

law enforcement and social worker aspects of paroling simultaneously, which in turn allows the 

officers to utilize a balanced approach towards paroling. These rehabilitative practices are not 

replacing the punitive tools and techniques that the officers have, but instead are being 

implemented as additional resources and tools. Thus, parole officers within agencies that are 

implementing these rehabilitative techniques are now equipped with the ability to effectively 

administer and use a balanced approach of both punitive and rehabilitative tools in paroling.  

Marion, Benton, and Clackamas County were chosen as the three target counties for this 

study. These three agencies were chosen because each utilizes rehabilitative practices and tools 

that evidence suggests improve parolee outcomes, such as the Women’s Risk/Needs Assessment 

(WRNA) and the Level of Service/Case Management Inventory (LS/CMI) assessment, in tandem 

with other punitive strategies and tools. Marion County1 and Benton County2 were identified as 

using these tools based on the information provided on the agency website. Through 

conversation with the supervising officers from these agencies, not only did officers provide 

further detail on the progressive tools utilized within the agency, but they also shared that 

Clackamas County is another county that utilizes these progressive tools, as well. Through 

contact with the supervising officer in Clackamas County, this officer detailed the tools used 

within this agency. Additionally, the participants within this study confirmed which tools were 

used during the interactions with parolees through the interviews. While the characteristics of 

                                                        
1 http://www.co.marion.or.us/SO/Probation 
2 https://www.co.benton.or.us/sheriff/page/parole-probation-programs 

http://www.co.marion.or.us/SO/Probation
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these agencies vary on a number of levels, as displayed in table 1, all of the target counties in this 

study seemed committed to embracing and utilizing evidence-based practices in order to more 

effectively work with the population of adult parolees under community supervision.  

Table 1: Agency characteristics   

 Marion County Benton County Clackamas County 

Number of Parolees3 Under 

Supervision 

3,569 450 per month 2,737 

Number of Parole Officers 41 7 35 

Number of Female Officers 18  2 25 

Percentage of Female 

Officers 

44% 29% 71% 

Average Number of Cases4 

per Officer  

58:1 50-60:1 67:1 

Percentage of Female 

Parolees 

23%  25%  24%  

3This number reflects the total population on some form of community supervision within the respective counties 

and captured the total individuals on supervision between a specific timeframe.   
4This number reflects the average number of individuals an officer oversees on a caseload. The caseload amounts 

range between officers within and across counties. These amounts range based on numerous factors, such as the 

specialization of the caseload and the intensive involvement required in supervising the caseload effectively. 

 

This data was received directly from the supervising officers within their respective counties and are subject to 

fluctuate.  

 

Marion, Benton, and Clackamas County are agencies that have all implemented at least 

one of the evidence-based practices supported by research to have the ability to reduce 

recidivism. In Marion County, the agency is committed to utilizing both the WRNA and the 

LS/CMI assessments along with the Effective Practices in Community Supervising (EPICS) 

model, while the Benton County agency utilizes the LS/CMI assessment along with Carey 

Guides to target parolee needs. Clackamas County utilizes both the WRNA and LS/CMI, but did 

not describe utilizing the other tools in assessing and case planning with the parolee population.  

Unlike the other identified counties, Clackamas County parole officers also oversee a 

transitional center. The transitional center is located across the street from the Clackamas County 

Jail. Once an incarcerated individual has been released from jail, they are taken to the transitional 
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center to meet with a parole or probation officer, if they are currently on supervision, or to meet 

with a case manager if they are not currently on supervision. The goal of the parole officers 

working with the transitional center is to meet with incarcerated individuals prior to their release 

in order to identify and connect them with services they will need once they are released. This 

enables the individual to access services and meet with their supervising officer immediately 

upon release from the county jail, which closes the gap between when an individual is released 

and when that individual can begin the reintegration and parole process. Along with the 

standardized tools, such as assessments, officers from all three of these counties are also 

implementing evidence-based core correctional practices, such as motivational interviewing and 

cognitive restructuring during the interactions they have with parolees. While the day-to-day 

experiences of the officers vary, the logistics of the position are structured in similar ways across 

these three agencies. 

 The Oregon parole officers in this sample strive to structure their week in a similar way, 

but due to the flexible nature of the position, the weeks greatly fluctuate for each officer on a 

day-to-day basis. Nonetheless, the officers strive to have 2 office days and 2 field days. The 

office days are used to conduct check-ins with parolees, catch up on paperwork, issue transfers, 

and complete other office tasks. When meeting with parolees, parole officers across all of these 

agencies assess the parolee’s needs and risk levels in order determine the number of monthly 

meetings. If the parolee is considered low-risk, they usually meet with an officer once every 2 

months. If the parolee is considered medium-risk, they usually meet with an officer once every 

two weeks or once a month, and if the parolee is considered high-risk, they can meet as often as 

every week. Many officers stated that parolees are welcome to meet more if they need or want 

to, as many of them have an open-door policy. Parolees can also be required to meet more 
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regularly if they have violated the conditions of their parole in some way. Officers found that on 

average, meetings with parolees last between 20-30 minutes, with some being as quick as 5 

minutes and others as long as one and a half hours. The other 2 days, the field days, are for 

officers to conduct home visits and to assist law enforcement in arresting the individuals on the 

parole officer’s caseload. Officers use these days in the field to not only help law-enforcement 

maintain community safety, but to also build relationships with the parolee’s family and friends. 

Due to the flexible and quick-changing nature of the job, many of the officers find themselves 

adjusting their schedules as situations arise.   

Participants  

In this study, a total of 10 parole officers participated. Interviews were conducted with 

two officers from Benton County, four officers from Clackamas County, and four officers from 

Marion County. Of the participants, half identified as male, while the remaining half identified as 

female. While the ages of the participants ranged from mid-20s to late 40s, nearly half of the 

participating officers were in their early-to mid-30s. The years of experience in the field ranged 

from 3 years to 18 years, with half of the officers working in this field for less than 10 years and 

the other half working in the field for between 10 or more years. The officers oversaw various 

caseload amounts ranging from 20-65 individuals per caseload, with more than half of the 

officers supervising caseloads of at least 50 parolees or more. Of the participants, six of the 

officers had an associate degree or bachelors degree in criminology, sociology, or a criminal 

justice field, with others having studied subjects such as business administration and 

anthropology.  

The participating officers oversaw a variety of caseloads as well. Four officers oversaw 

general caseloads, which include parolees charged for drug and alcohol crimes. Two officers 
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oversaw domestic violence caseloads. One officer was in charge of the enhanced supervision 

caseload, which was a caseload comprised strictly of high-risk parolees. One officer had a 

special services caseload, which includes individuals in gangs and psychopathic parolees. 

Another officer oversaw a child endangerment caseload, which consisted of parolees who have 

children at home. Finally, one of the officers interviewed operates out of the transitional center, 

so this officer did not have a typical caseload, but instead worked with a number of individuals 

currently incarcerated in the Clackamas County Jail.  

Procedure  

 To begin the process of recruiting participants, supervising officers at a number of parole 

agencies in Oregon were sent an informational email that described the study in-depth. After the 

supervisor granted access for the research to be conducted with the officers in that specific 

agency, the supervisor received a recruitment email to disseminate to the officers. Interested 

officers then contacted the researcher directly in order to express their desire to participate. Data 

was then collected through interviews and questionnaires conducted in three Oregon counties 

over a three-week period. The semi-structured interviews asked open-ended questions and were 

conducted face-to-face and most often took place in a coffee shop. The interview responses were 

recorder via tape recorder as well as recorded through interviewer notes. The participants were 

asked to respond to the following questions, which examine the parole officer’s motivation, 

attitude, approach, and perspective towards being a parole officer in Oregon: 

 

 How did you become interested in parole? 

 What does a typical day look like for you? 

 What would you say your main responsibilities are? 

 When do you most feel like you are successful in your job? 
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 What is your most memorable case or situation in your job? 

o What made it so memorable? 

 Do you think male and female parolees have different needs? 

o If so, what makes those needs different? 

 Can you describe how your interactions with your parolees typically go? 

o How did you develop this interaction approach? 

o Would you say that the way you interact with your parolees is consistent with 

how others in your office interact with their parolees? 

o Why or why not? 

 Please consider the following scenario: 

o One of your parolees has failed a Urine Analysis (UA), but this parolee is the sole 

supporter of themselves and three children. 

 How would you respond? 

 What were some of the factors that influenced your response? 

 Do you think this approach is consistent with others in your office? 

 Why or why not? 

 What do you believe would help you be more successful in your job? 

 

 After the interview, the participants were asked to complete a short questionnaire to gather 

demographic information for each participant. At the conclusion of the interview, after the 

participant left, the researcher selected a randomized pseudonym for each participant and wrote 

the pseudonym on both the interview notes and questionnaire to ensure the participants 

anonymity. The hand written notes were transcribed onto a Word document on the computer and 

the demographic questionnaire and the responses to question three were transcribed onto a 
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separate spreadsheet all saved under the pseudonym assigned to the participant after the 

interview. The participant interviews were coded through two waves of coding. First, the 

responses were coded on the computer after the notes had been fully transcribed. The codes 

began to emerge based on the first wave of analysis. After the first wave of coding, the interview 

responses were printed and recoded in order to streamline the established codes as well as 

examine the emerging patterns in the responses given across participants. The participant’s 

responses were then analyzed and interpreted through a social constructionist lens.  

Findings 

Pathways into Parole  

From Law Enforcement Careers and Aspirations to Parole. While the officers come 

from different career backgrounds, many of them took similar pathways to becoming a parole 

officer. Most of the officers initially did not know much about the parole and probation 

department or what parole officers did. For many of these officers, they were introduced to the 

idea of parole while pursuing a different career. For about half of the officers, before they were 

parole officers, they were either working in or working towards a career in law-enforcement as 

security officers, police officers, or correction officers. One officer was working as a public 

safety officer at the University of Oregon when she heard about a parole position from past co-

workers. Through these connections, she learned more about the parole department and was 

drawn to this career because of the ability to have long-term interaction with the individuals on 

these caseloads. Another officer became interested in parole while in college. An officer, who 

was aspiring towards a traditional law enforcement career, explained: “I went to the military, 

served as a marine, went to the reserve academy after that, and then I went back to school. I took 
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a class in corrections and through that saw the differences in being a cop and being a PO. Cops 

are more reactive and POs are more proactive. I wanted to help people change.” 

Another parole officer was aspiring to be a police officer when he was given the 

opportunity to intern with the Linn County Parole and Probation Department. After that, the 

participant said he was hooked. He was drawn to the position because of the one-on-one 

interaction between officers and the individuals on the caseload. He also enjoyed the long-term 

interactions he was able to have with the individuals on his caseload because he was able to work 

more closely and more frequently with them; moreover, this long-term relationship means that 

the officer could hopefully facilitate and see his parolee change over time. For each of these 

officers, the ability to have long-term, one-on-one interactions, and the ability to also facilitate 

and see the parolees change over time, were some of the motivating factors that directed these 

officers from traditional law-enforcement careers to careers in parole and probation.  

From Internships and Practicums to Parole. Many of the other officers were drawn 

into the position after participating in an internship or a practicum with a parole and probation 

department. For one officer, she was working towards completing a certificate to work with 

juvenile delinquents and was participating in an internship with the sheriff’s department. While 

she was interning at the county jail, she met a parole officer. The officer invited the intern to 

shadow for a day to see what a parole officer’s job entailed and once a practicum with the 

Probation Department became available, she signed up for it. Soon, she was hired as a parole 

officer and has been employed through the parole and probation department for a decade. 

Another officer revealed that she was drawn to the social sciences and was presented with the 

opportunity to perform her practicum with an Oregon Parole and Probation Department while in 

college. She has been employed as a parole officer ever since completing her practicum.   
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Regardless of the path that these officers took, all entered into the parole department with 

little understanding of the responsibilities of the position, but once they were introduced to the 

agency, all were drawn in. Most of the officers pursued a career as a parole officer because of the 

long-term interactions that occurs between the officer and the parolee as well as the intertwining 

roles of an officer. As one officer stated, “I was really drawn in by the law-enforcement and 

social worker aspect.” Another officer expressed enjoying her position because of the ability she 

has to work long-term with the individuals on her caseload while also being able to hold them 

accountable and ensure community safety. Despite the varying backgrounds of the officers, all 

were drawn into the position because of the combined law enforcer and social worker aspects of 

the job. Interestingly, while most officers were drawn to this position in order to escape a 

traditional law enforcement career, the officers most often defined his/her roles and 

responsibilities as aligning closer to the law enforcement aspects of the position than to the 

rehabilitative aspects of the position.  

Officer Role 

How Officers Define and Prioritize their Responsibilities. In an open-ended question, 

parole officers in this study identified the three responsibilities they found essential to being an 

effective parole officer. The officers then ranked these identified responsibilities in descending 

order of importance. Table 2 reveals the pattern of responsibilities that the officers highlighted as 

being central to effectively supervising his/her caseload.  

Table 2: PO Responsibilities Ranking  

Responsibility Definition Ranked 

1st 

Ranked 

2nd 

Ranked 

3rd 

Community Safety  

 

Maintaining public safety 

through monitoring 

parolees  

6 1 1 

Rehabilitation  

 

Facilitating cognitive and 

behavioral change  

0 4 2 
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Accountability  

 

Ensuring the parolee is 

adhering to the conditions 

of supervision and are 

accounted for  

2 3 3 

Managing/Keeping 

track of caseload  

Remaining up to date and 

informed of the parolee’s 

whereabouts and current 

happenings  

0 2 1 

Self-care  Making sure to rejuvenate 

oneself and “recharge 

their batteries”  

1 0 1 

Coordinate 

Services  

Facilitating the 

communication between a 

number of services to 

align them for the inmate 

upon release 

1 0 0 

*The total in this table does not equal 30 because two respondents identified only two responsibilities 

 

 Over half of the participating officers identified community safety as the most essential 

responsibility to being a parole officer. A few officers identified accountability as being the most 

essential role, while 2 officers identified self-care and coordinating services as being the central 

responsibility of effectively being an officer. Nearly half of the participating officers stated 

rehabilitation as being the second most-essential function of an officer, followed closely by 

accountability, managing one’s caseload, and public safety. According to the officers, 

accountability was most frequently identified as the third most important responsibility of a 

parole officer. A few officers found rehabilitation to be prioritized third followed by community 

safety, managing the caseload, and self-care. These priority rankings not only reveal that the 

responsibilities that align closer with the law enforcer aspects of a parole officer are more highly 

prioritized than the social worker aspects of the position, but they also reveal a pattern in which 

officers prioritizes his/her responsibilities in this order.  

Agency. The first pattern that emerged was in the agency that the officers who identified 

community safety and accountability as the prioritized responsibility were employed under. Each 
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Benton and Marion County officer identified either community safety or accountability as the 

most central task of a parole officer. Half of the Clackamas County officers identified either of 

these tasks as being the most central role of the job while the two remaining officers identified 

other tasks as being the central role of this position. One officer from Marion County explained 

that she identified community safety as a priority due to the fact that the Marion Parole and 

Probation Department is housed underneath the sheriff’s department, which directly connects 

this department to another law enforcement agency. An officer from Clackamas County 

speculated that the Benton County officers would rank these tasks higher than others because 

they are referred to as deputy sheriffs within the county. This title given to Benton County 

officers places the law enforcement aspect of that officer at the forefront of their position. In both 

of these explanations, the officers who prioritized community safety over the other 

responsibilities were directly linked to a traditional law enforcement agency, either through 

departmental relations or through the officer’s official title. This connection to a traditional law 

enforcement agency brings the law enforcement responsibilities of the parole officers to the 

forefront of the position, which places the priority on the law enforcement roles such as 

community safety and accountability.    

 Experience. The other pattern that emerged was in how many years the officer had been 

working in the field. Of the officers who ranked community safety or accountability as the most 

important aspect of the job, 75% of the officers had either 10 or less years of experience in the 

field. Interestingly, the agencies have undergone a shift in techniques and tactics over the past 15 

years: transitioning from a punitive, law enforcement based approach of paroling to a more 

rehabilitative, social worker approach. An officer who has worked in the field during this 

paroling practices shift shared: “Historically, there’s a pendulum swing to parole and we’re 
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constantly chasing the elusive recidivism, what helps, what makes a difference. As a whole, the 

agency is going in a direction where we want to be more catering to their [parolee] needs.” This 

officer also stated that evidence is pointing towards certain practices, such as motivational 

interviewing and cognitive restructuring, as being the practices that research suggests improves 

parolee outcomes. Agencies are implementing more rehabilitative practices in order to balance 

the law enforcer and social worker roles, which is supported as leading to improved outcomes for 

parolees (Paparozzi & Demichele, 2008). Despite the majority of the officers entering into this 

position under a more rehabilitation framework, officers overwhelmingly prioritized law 

enforcer aspects more highly than rehabilitative ones.  

Of the three most frequently identified responsibilities: community safety, accountability, 

and rehabilitation, the law enforcer aspects (community safety and accountability) were assigned 

the highest priority at least once while rehabilitation was never given the highest priority 

ranking. Within this set of parole officers, eight of the 10 participating officers ranked law-

enforcement aspects of the position higher than the social-worker aspects of the position. 

Moreover, parole officers constructed the position to include these law-enforcement functions 

more often than a position that includes social-worker functions. Eight of the officers identified 

accountability or community safety as being one of the three most important aspects of the 

position, while only six officers expressed rehabilitation as being one of the three most important 

aspects of the position. This self-identified ranking of the parole officer’s responsibilities reveals 

that officers within this study are constructing their role as being first and foremost to monitor 

and manage parolees in order to ensure they are not committing new crimes and are adhering to 

the outlined supervision conditions. The social-worker aspects of the position, such as creating 

cognitive and behavioral restructuring are constructed as a secondary aspect of the job.  
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It is important to emphasize that a parole officer’s responsibility is first to the 

community. As an institution that monitors and manages individuals with active criminal 

sentences, community safety and accountability remain the central focus of both the individual 

officers and the parole and probation agencies. Parolees pose the greatest threat to public safety 

due to their criminal past and current criminal history. Not only this, but community safety and 

accountability are outcomes that are more easily measureable by parole and probation 

department supervisors, whereas rehabilitation is a more ambiguous outcome and thus, more 

difficult to measure. This would suggest that agencies rely on measuring the successfulness of 

parole officers and parolees through markers such as recidivism rates, which captures the 

community safety aspect of the position. Nonetheless, these data reveals that while the greatest 

responsibility of the officer is community safety, rehabilitation is frequently being identified as a 

central responsibility for being an effective parole officer. Thus, the rehabilitation and 

reintegration function of a parole officer occurs within the greater context of maintaining public 

safety. This demonstrates that parole officers are attempting to utilize a balanced approach 

towards paroling. By identifying community safety as the first essential function of an officer, 

followed most often by rehabilitation as the second most essential function of an officer, these 

officers are expressing the central importance that two responsibilities play in effectively 

supervising parolees.  

The Effect of Agency Context on Parole Officers  

Parolee construction. The agency that the officer is employed under also seemed to 

impact how the parolee population was constructed. A notable pattern that emerged through the 

interviews was that the parole officers in Marion and Clackamas County referred to the men and 

women on these caseloads as “clients” while the officers in Benton County referred to the men 



BRIDGING THE GAP FROM PRISON TO SOCIETY  
  

32 

and women on these caseloads as “offenders”. While the interview used the term parolee to refer 

to the men and women the officers supervised, the officers would respond and refer to the 

parolee as either an “offender” or “client”. For example, when the parole officers were asked to 

recount a memorable situation, depending on the specific county the officers work in, the officer 

would respond by saying ‘I had a client who…’ or ‘One time, there was an offender that…’ The 

labels these officers utilized appeared to be influenced by the way the agency constructed the 

parolee population within the specific county.  

According to Schneider and Ingram (1993), how deserving a population or target group is 

of receiving welfare is impacted by the population’s construction. These constructions can range 

from casting the population as less deserving of welfare to more deserving of welfare. When a 

population is constructed as ‘deviants’, they are defined by a negative construction as being less 

deserving of welfare and receive more policy burdens, while a population constructed as 

‘dependents’ are defined by a positive construction as being more deserving of welfare and in 

turn, receive more policy benefits. While these constructions range from negative to positive, 

both labels entail that these constructed populations have little to no political power and are 

without a voice in society. In Benton County, the agency appeared to construct the parole 

population as deviants while the Clackamas and Marion County agencies appeared to construct 

the parole population as dependents.  

In this study, the Benton County officers referred to the individuals on their caseload as 

“offenders”. This is a negative label that casts these individuals as deviants. The term offender 

implies that these individuals are criminals who pose a threat to society. As deviants, this 

population is viewed as a “risky population” that needs to be managed, monitored, and 

sanctioned. When a parolee is constructed as a deviant, officer responsibilities such as 
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community safety and accountability may be prioritized higher than other responsibilities like 

rehabilitation. Within this study, Benton County officers prioritized the law-enforcement roles 

over the social worker roles of their position by identifying community safety and accountability 

as the two most-highly prioritized responsibilities.  

 In contrast, the Marion and Clackamas County officers utilized a positive construction by 

referring to the individuals on their caseloads as “clients”. This label cast the individuals on the 

officer’s caseload as dependents since they were using a term that implied a relationship where 

an individual is receiving some type of service that is designed to cater to the individual’s 

specific needs. By constructing the parolees as dependents, the parolees were viewed more 

sympathetically and deserving of support and assistance. When a parolee was constructed as a 

dependent, the parole officers often defined their role with a mixed approach of the law 

enforcement and social worker aspects. Within this study, the majority of the officers who 

referred to the individuals on the caseload under the dependent construction still prioritized 

either community service or accountability as their primary responsibility, but identified 

rehabilitation as the second prioritized responsibility, unlike the officers from Benton County 

who did not identify rehabilitation as either the first or second highest prioritized responsibility.  

 Since these labels, “offender” or “client”, were used during each of the interviews, it 

appears that these labels were used throughout the entire agency. Thus, these constructions 

appear to begin at the agency level and trickle down to the individual officers. Not only did the 

officers across agencies refer to the parole population differently, but the officers also prioritized 

the identified responsibilities differently. Moreover, the order that the responsibilities were 

prioritized seemed to align with the perception of the parole population captured by the label 

used to construct the population. In the agency that constructed the parole population as a deviant 
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population, the officers prioritized tasks focused on monitoring and managing the individual on 

the caseloads higher than rehabilitative tasks, which was revealed through the prioritization of 

responsibilities. In the agencies that constructed the parole population as dependents, the officers 

still prioritized community safety tasks first, but more often listed rehabilitative tasks as the 

second most prioritized role.  

It is important to note that the construction of the parole population this study focuses on 

only examines one example of that construction: parolee label. There are a number of additional 

factors that can adjust the population construction both within and across agencies. The 

construction of the parole population may fluctuate between officers within the same county 

based on a number of factors, such as the specialized caseload the officer supervises. Officers 

who supervise caseloads that are comprised of higher-risk or violent individuals may perceive 

these parolees as a part of a more risky population, which could influence these officers to 

construct these parolees as deviants more often than as dependents. There are other factors that 

influence and convey how the parole population is constructed and the use of either the 

“offender” or “client” label is only one example. The officer’s caseload, background, age, and 

gender are all factors that can impact and shift the construction of this population, which exist 

simultaneously with the use of the parolee labels. Thus, this data does not consider a number of 

additional conditions that can impact how agencies and officers construct this population, but it 

does demonstrate how the agency impacts the construction process overall. By examining the 

parolee label utilized, it appears that the agencies construction of parolees colors the individual 

officers construction of parolees, which in turn possibly impacts how the officer defines and 

prioritizes their responsibilities. 
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Attention to Gender-linked Needs. Another pattern that emerged across agencies was 

revealed in the way agencies addressed the needs of the parole population. The officers in 

Marion and Clackamas County found the needs of the female parolees to be different from the 

needs of the male parolees. Within these agencies, the officers utilized the Women’s Risk/Needs 

Assessment (WRNA) in order to assess the gender-linked needs and risks of the female parolees. 

As one officer explained: “For a long time we were using a universal assessment. We transferred 

over to the WRNA because we were missing a whole bunch of stuff [about women].” For 

officers who utilized the WRNA, they found female parolees to have a number of complex and 

co-existing needs, such as past traumas, mental health issues, and parenting stresses that affected 

their future recidivism rates (Cornacchione & Smith, 2016, Cobbina, 2010 & Johnson, 2014). 

Another officer expressed that women bring multiple issues with them, that they are more 

complex to deal with and needed to be treated as such. In contrast, these officers found that male 

parolees had less complex and intersecting needs. As one officer put it, men are more cut and 

dry. This officer expressed that male parolees often seemed to lack the ability to make pro-social 

relationships, which posed the greatest threat to their recidivism. A male officer supported this 

claim and added that on his caseload, which is a male-dominated caseload, the highest need of 

his parolee’s is to learn and develop the ability to make pro-social companions.  

 Meanwhile, in Benton County, the officers encountered gendered differences in how the 

parolee’s participated in the parole process. Within this county, the officers only utilized the 

Level of Service/Case Management Inventory (LS/CMI) assessment, a universal assessment, for 

evaluating and assessing the risks and needs of the parolees they supervise. One of the officers 

explained that female and male parolees have different needs and there are assessments 

specifically for male and female parolees, but there is a resource issue that prevents the Benton 
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County officers from utilizing both assessments. However, both officers expressed that they felt 

the categories evaluated on the LS/CMI were applicable to both male and female parolees and 

did a good job at assessing the parolee’s risk regardless of gender. 

These data revealed that individuals within the management positions in these agencies 

decide what assessments to implement, which then impacts the areas of risk and need the officer 

can target and assess with their parolee. The categories of risk and need that the parole officer is 

able to target with a case plan are dependent upon the categories of risk and need identified in the 

assessments the officer utilizes. This is especially important for female parolees. Data has 

revealed that female parolees have a number of co-existing and complex factors, such as parental 

stress and victimization, that if unaddressed can increase the likelihood to recidivate in the 

future. Thus, specifically for female parolees, the ability to have their risks and needs accurately 

assessed and addressed is essential to improving their overall outcomes. Appropriate case 

planning is essential to a parolee’s success while on supervision as the case plan centers around 

facilitating long-term cognitive and behavioral change in the areas that pose the greatest risk for 

the parolee to recidivate. The agency’s ability to implement assessments that focus on the 

gendered-needs and risks of the parolee directly impacts the case plan that the officer has the 

ability to create and work through, which impacts how and if the specific needs of the female 

parolees, and parolees in general, are being met. Thus, the ability to effectively and successfully 

provide cognitive and behavioral rehabilitation hinges on the categories of risk and need that 

assessments are able to address and target. Furthermore, central to facilitating effective 

rehabilitation is the relationship that is developed between the officer and the parolee.  

Officer and Parolee Rapport   
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Impact of Rapport on the Perceived Success of Parolees. While the officers identified 

their central responsibility as being first to the community, these officers often described their 

personal success through the successful rehabilitation they facilitated in their parolees. Officers 

defined their parolee’s success as being when that parolee made a positive change, either 

cognitively or behaviorally. One officer expressed that “this job is full of a million little 

successes.” Success can be as small as a parolee trying to create a pro-social association by 

branching out of their comfort zone or even showing up to the check-in meetings with the officer 

more regularly. Another officer defined a parolee’s success as being “when people are genuinely 

doing well and you can see the change from when they first came in. That self-worth and self-

esteem.” For these officers, the perceived success of their parolees, whether it is short-term 

improvements, incremental changes, or long-term, lasting change, any success the parolee makes 

gives the officer the sense of succeeding in their role. It is often difficult to pinpoint where this 

change originated and what facilitated the parolee to make these important changes. As one 

officer revealed: “It’s a hidden world. You don’t know whether it was your interaction that 

helped. Sure, I feel good when they make a change, but I can’t say that it’s because of me. 

There’s an unknown impact of what we do… If we have any impact, I think it’s through the 

relationship we build…The key is rapport. Having a better relationship will lead to better 

outcomes and motivations.” A number of officers in this study echoed this similar sentiment: the 

relationship laid the foundation for the parolee to successfully exhibit positive cognitive and 

behavioral changes.  

Impact of Positive Relationships. When officers talked about the perceived success of 

the parolees and the positive changes they exhibited while on supervision, a pattern emerged in 

what factor the officers viewed as playing an integral role in the parolee’s growth. Officers 
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expressed that the rapport and relationship that formed between themselves and their parolee 

played a central role in facilitating this positive transformation. As one officer explained: “My 

role is to facilitate change. The focus isn’t to hold them accountable, it’s to build a productive 

relationship with offenders.” Another officer from a different agency echoed this sentiment: 

“The most important thing in facilitating change is creating a good relationship and a good 

rapport.”  

The officers in this study expressed that the relationship that forms between the officer 

and the parolee is central to supporting and advancing a positive, working alliance, which 

coincides with previous findings in research conducted by Blasko et al., (2015) and Walters 

(2015). This working alliance is used to set goals and design tasks to meet those outlined goals 

and the relationship between the officer and parolee is essential to successfully completing those 

tasks and meeting those goals. Blasko et al., (2015) and Walters, (2015) found that when officers 

exhibit honesty, flexibility, respect, and fairness, the parolee perceives the relationship with their 

officer more positively and experience more positive outcomes overall while on supervision. 

Through interviews conducted in this study, support and respect were the characteristics of the 

relationships that officers most frequently identified as facilitating positive changes and 

outcomes within their parolees.  

Support. Officers recounted situations with a specific parolee where support played an 

integral role in laying the foundation for positive interactions between the officer and the 

parolee. These positive interactions were able to give way to a positive relationship and in turn, 

helped facilitate the positive outcomes of the parolee. One officer recounted a symbolic gesture 

of support that occurred with one of her parolees.  
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I have a woman who is an alcoholic, a true alcoholic for 30 years, well she stopped 

drinking, but started using pot to cope. She said she was hesitant to tell me what was 

really going on because I’m an officer. So I took out my business card and where it said 

parole officer, I crossed it off and said you don’t have to call me parole officer Nicole, 

just Nicole. And where it said community corrections, I crossed it off and said that I am 

just an employee of Clackamas County. I didn’t change anything, it was more symbolic, 

but by doing that she was able to trust me and it made our relationship better moving 

forwards.  

Small gestures, like this one, can be the act that a parolee needs to connect with their 

parole officer. Emphasizing that “we’re not just law-enforcement” can be a crucial first step to 

showing the parolee that the officer is there to assist, support, and help the parolee, not just “trail 

them, nail them, and jail them”. As a result of this interaction, a foundation of trust was 

established between the officer and the parolee, which allowed the parolee to communicate 

openly with the officer in the future, which allowed the process of long-term cognitive and 

behavioral change to begin.  

 Another officer explained how she provided support to her parolee outside of the office: 

“I built rapport with him by attending the meetings, his hearings, etc. I showed him that I cared 

about him and how he was doing. I showed my support and he started working hard at this… We 

show up to treatments, graduations, things that matter.” This officer found that by participating 

in the parolee’s positive events, such as their graduation from treatment, the parolee was more 

willing to invest and participate in the supervision process. As this officer stated, “The last thing 

they want to do is disappoint you.” This officer saw that after investing in the parolee and 

demonstrating her willingness to go above and beyond the job description, her parolee was 
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motivated to begin working at this process. This parolee saw that his officer was willing to work 

with him, encourage him, and support him throughout this journey. It’s possible that the parolee 

was motivated to invest in the parole process because he saw his officer investing in him. These 

outcomes, the facilitation of trust and communication, as well as the motivation to invest in the 

parole process, are similar to what the officers who exhibited respect saw in parolees as well.  

Respect. Numerous officers expressed the important role that respect plays in facilitating 

both positive relationships and positive parolee outcomes. According to officers, respect means 

being respectful of the parolee’s situation as well as their opinions and perspectives. When an 

officer is overly concerned with enforcing the conditions of parole, the relationship can become 

easily strained and tense. One officer shared an experience she witnessed between a colleague 

and one of his parolees:  

This girl was under 10 minutes late to her appointment with her PO. Less than 10 minutes 

late. Well, this girl rode almost 2 hours with 2 kiddos by bus and was turned away and 

told to come back tomorrow. She won’t come back tomorrow. Not after this. He [PO] 

could have used this as a teaching moment. Acknowledge that she showed up, 

acknowledge that she was late, but this is a significant barrier for some people. There’s a 

respect aspect here. 

 Through this interaction, the officer expressed how her co-worker was more concerned 

with the fact that the parolee was late rather than the experience and conditions that made the 

parolee late. For many parolees, transportation is a serious barrier, and for female parolees, 

parental stress adds to the existing burden of lacking transportation. As the officer explaining this 

situation further shared: “When we can help and build trust, they’ll come back.” After an 

experience like this, the likelihood of the parolee to confide in, trust, or ask the officer for help in 
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the future is greatly reduced. This lack of trust and respect can negatively impact how the parolee 

views this relationship, which can then negatively affect the parolee’s overall outcomes while on 

supervision (Blasko et al., 2015 and Walters, 2015).  As an officer from a different agency 

expressed: “…the biggest lesson I learned was the importance of respect. This became a part of 

my routine. You have to have a general respect for their opinion and point of view. It’s the key to 

communication.” Respect is a characteristic that is central to creating a working alliance between 

parole officers and parolees; moreover, this working alliance is integral to achieving better 

outcomes while on supervision (Blasko et al., 2015). Thus, by exhibiting respect, the ability for 

the parole officer and the parolee to build a working alliance can increase. Furthermore, by 

laying the foundation for open communication to occur, it gives the parole officer the ability to 

assess, address, and work through the parolee’s areas of risk and needs, which is key to effecting 

successful rehabilitation. 

Not only this, but respecting parolees opinions and perspectives is integral for the officer 

to develop and work through an effective case plan for and with their parolee. One officer 

shared: “Get their perspective. They’re always being told about themself; let them tell you about 

themselves. They have to be a part of the plan. When they’re not a part of the process, it’s never 

gonna work.” Another officer found that allowing the parolee to tell their side and share their 

perspective is critical to establishing a positive relationship. By giving the parolee a voice, the 

officer found: “This opens them up to want more communication with you.” When parolees were 

given the opportunity to be heard by their parole officers, not only was a practice of open 

communication created, but the parolee was also given the opportunity to have a say in their 

parole experience. Parolees are often told what rules to follow and what they must do to be 

successful on parole, but few are asked what they think or what they want to work on. By being 
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told what to do, it is likely that the parolee will not feel like they have a role in their own parole 

process, which can lead to the parolee having little to no desire to participate in this process. 

However, when the parolee is given a voice, it is possible that they will feel motivated to invest 

and participate in this process since they helped design their parole process. This can be the key 

to getting buy-in from parolees: to having parolees express a willingness to begin working at a 

plan towards rehabilitation. Parolees cannot be forced into treatment programs or even to refrain 

from criminal activity; however, if the parolee is willing to engage and participate in the parole 

process, the likelihood for the parole officer and parolee to effectively work towards long-term 

rehabilitation can be increased.  

For officers who exhibited characteristics of either support or respect, not only did they 

find that the relationship between themselves and their parolees improved in a positive way, but 

they also saw that these relationships laid the foundation for trust, communication, and parolee 

engagement to emerge. These positive relationships and officer characteristics all provided the 

conduit for parolees to succeed. By establishing an environment of trust and communication, 

parole officers and parolees were able to begin discussing and working towards facilitating 

rehabilitation targeted at the areas of concern that the parolees were revealing to their parole 

officers. This allowed the parolees to feel comfortable in asking for help and admitting to their 

mistakes. Moreover, these characteristics also created an environment where the parolees could 

participate in this process. The parolees were either motivated to invest in the parole officer like 

the officer had invested in them or they were actually asked to share their opinion, perspective, 

and point of view towards this process. Either way, these characteristics created a space where 

parolees could finally participate in what they do and what happens to them while on parole. As 
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these officers reveled, by creating a positive relationship through exhibiting support or respect, 

the parolees were able to experience positive outcomes while on supervision.   

Policy Recommendations 

While this study cannot provide specific recommendations to any existing policies or 

suggest future policies, this study can suggest improvements to the policymaking process. First, 

there is an inconsistency in how parole populations are constructed and perceived across the 

different decision-making levels: the government, the parole and probation agency, and the 

individual officer. The construction of the parole population can affect the policies that are 

designed and implemented in regards to that specific population. At the policy making level, 

when parolees have a negative construction, the policies designed around them are more often 

policies to control, monitor, and manage the population. In contrast, when parolees have a 

positive construction, the policies designed around them are policies that more often provide 

services to the population. If policymakers begin to construct the parole population as a 

dependent population, then the policies directed at this population can be policies that encourage 

agencies to implement rehabilitative tools and techniques in tandem to the pre-existing punitive 

tools and techniques that officers utilize in paroling, which allows officers to take a balanced 

approach towards paroling. In order for rehabilitative strategies to be utilized, policy must begin 

to take a rehabilitative approach towards constructing the target group, which can occur through 

the positive construction of the parole population. While policies can be written at the 

governmental level, in order for them to be implemented, parole and probation agencies must be 

willing to adopt and practice these policies.  

Officers and agencies must be willing to adopt the construction of the parole population 

at the government level if they are to implement the suggested tools and techniques effectively. 
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As this study revealed, within this progressive framework and approach to paroling, there are 

still agencies and officers that prioritize punitive aspects of the position more so than 

rehabilitative aspects; moreover, the prioritization of these responsibilities seemed to align with 

how the population was constructed at the agency and officer level. Therefore, as Oregon 

continues to create rehabilitative focused policies, agencies and officers will not be able to adopt 

these policies if the constructed population is continually be constructed as a negative and 

undeserving population at the agency and officer level. This study also revealed that the way the 

officer constructs the parole population is colored by the way the agency constructs the parole 

population; moreover, the way the policymakers construct the parole population also impacts the 

way the agency constructs the parole population. Therefore, not only does the construction of the 

parole population impact what policies are created and implemented towards this population, but 

for these policies to be implemented by the agencies, they must be willing to view the population 

through a similar lens as well. Without the ability to construct the population similarly across 

these three decision-making levels, not only will the likelihood for policy implementation be 

reduced, but the likelihood for the effective implementation and delivery of services will also be 

compromised. 

Second, there is an inequality of experiences that parolees in Oregon are currently facing 

while on supervision, and this study suggests that standardizing paroling practices throughout the 

state could reduce this inequality effect. This study revealed that while Oregon as a whole has 

begun to adopt a rehabilitative framework towards paroling and has supported the 

implementation of evidence-based practices within parole agencies; parole agencies have 

implemented these policies on a county-by-county basis. This allows some agencies to enforce 
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more punitive tools and techniques while others enforce more rehabilitative strategies. As one 

officer shared:  

A woman on supervision in Lane, spent 10-15 years of her life homeless, came out here 

to Corvallis, absconded from supervision, plugged herself into services, got voted into the 

Oxford house (transitional living center) and I accepted her transfer, obviously. And just 

the difference she had whether it was a specific PO or the agency or the culture…I’d like 

to think that there’s something that’s helping her here. 

This parolee’s experience, as shared by her officer, reveals that the experience of parolees 

is not equal throughout the state. The agency the parolee is supervised by can drastically affect 

the tools, resources, and outcomes the parolee receives while on supervision. In this study, some 

counties were utilizing the Women’s Risk/Needs Assessment (WRNA) along with the Level of 

Service/Case Management Inventory (LS/CMI) assessment and other agencies were utilizing one 

or the other. While this study cannot suggest what tools and techniques are the most effective for 

reducing recidivism, it can argue that it would be advantageous for parolees throughout the state 

to have the opportunity and ability to receive the same tools and resources regardless of which 

agency they are being supervised under. This is especially important for the female parolee 

population. As this study revealed, female parolees have a number of gender-linked risks, such 

as parental stress and past victimization, that can increase the likelihood for women to recidivate 

if these areas are not targeted and worked through in a case plan, which makes the forms of 

assessments utilized towards this population important. If female parolees are released to an 

agency that does not utilize assessments that target these areas, the likelihood for that parolee to 

recidivate will increase; however, if the female parolee is released to an agency that does utilize 

assessments that target these areas, the likelihood for that parolee to recidivate will decrease. 
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Therefore, in order to reduce the county-specific impact on parolees, this research supports 

standardizing parole practices throughout the state. Rather than implementing progressive 

policies, tools, and strategies on a county-by-county basis, these policies should be implemented 

and mandated on a statewide scale to ensure that each parolee has access to receive the same 

interventions regardless of the agency they are released to. 

Lastly, research has focused heavily on how parole techniques, parole officer attitudes, 

and the perspectives held by parole officers have shifted over recent decades, but largely missing 

from the data is an in-depth examination of the relationship that exists between the officer and 

the parolee, which this study purports should be the one of the focuses of future research. As the 

existing literature and this study has revealed, the relationship that is created and maintained 

between a parole officer and a parolee impacts the parolee’s outcomes. While differences exist 

across officers in the attitudes they hold towards the parole population and the approaches they 

take towards supervision, across officers and agencies, each participant expressed the important 

role that the relationship plays in impacting parolee outcomes. However, there is still a gap in 

understanding how these relationships are developed and maintained. Evaluating the relationship 

process can further explore the practices that are central to establishing a positive working 

relationship as well as encourage agencies to begin to focus on the importance of the relationship 

component to the parole officer’s position. In addition, it is also imperative to conduct further 

research on how the relationship impacts parolee outcomes. Within this study, parole officers 

referred to parolee outcomes as the changes they exhibited while on supervision, such as more 

frequently reporting to meetings with the officer and actively participating in treatment, while the 

parole and probation department views parolee outcomes through the lens of recidivism rates. 

Not only are parole officers perceiving success differently than agencies are measuring success, 
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but how parole officers perceive success varies from officer to officer. Some officers view 

parolee success in a short-term lens, while other officers view parolee success through a long-

term lens. By conducting further research on the impact of this relationship on parolee outcomes, 

research can reveal the magnitude of the relationships impact on overall parolee outcomes as 

well as reveal what areas of success the relationship has the most impact on. Not only this, but 

further research on multiple levels of outcomes, other than just recidivism, can encourage 

agencies to define and measure the success of parolees in a holistic manner. By expanding the 

aspects of success that the agency focuses on, the agency can more effectively assess the 

parolee’s successfulness while on and after completing supervision.  

For the parole process to be improved within Oregon there must be consistency in the 

construction of the parole population throughout each decision-making level and there must be 

consistency in the tools, techniques, and approaches utilized throughout each parole and 

probation agency. It is important that how parole officers define their roles, prioritize their 

responsibilities, and interact with their parolees are consistent from agency to agency as this will 

also enable the parole experience to be similar throughout the state. Moreover, the relationship 

that establishes between an officer and a parolee has been revealed as playing an integral role in 

the perceived success of parolees and should be continually examined in order to understand this 

impact more fully. Overall, by ensuring an alignment in the construction of the parole population 

and the tools utilized in paroling this population, not only can the experience of parolees be more 

equal throughout Oregon, but parolees may find themselves being supervised under officers who 

are taking both a blended approach towards paroling and are focusing on the relationship aspect 

of their position more heavily as well.  

Discussion and Conclusion 
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 This study has offered an examination of how parole officers within three Oregon parole 

and probation departments construct the responsibilities and roles of this position. Moreover, this 

study explores the impact of the constructed definition of parole officer roles and responsibilities 

on the perceived success of parolees. Across agencies, officers revealed that they were drawn 

into this position because of the combination of the law enforcement and the social worker 

aspects. The position of a parole officer is a rather obscure profession, and before taking a class 

or participating in an internship, most of these officers did not know what the job entailed. Once 

hearing about parole, many of the officers were drawn in by the ability to establish long-term 

interactions and relationships with those on their caseloads while also ensuring community 

safety. Even though this position is more than a traditional law enforcement job, many of the 

officers continued to prioritize law enforcement aspects of the job, such as community safety and 

accountability, higher than the rehabilitative function of the job. Thus, officers define this 

position as one where their responsibility is first to the greater community and secondly to the 

individuals they supervise, which allows the rehabilitation function of the position to occur 

within the greater responsibility of the parole officer. The participants revealed that the agency 

that the specific officer works within provided the context for the parole officer to define their 

role.  

In agencies where the parole population was constructed as a deviant population, the 

officers referred to the parolees as “offenders” and prioritized law-enforcement aspects of the job 

above social-worker aspects. In contrast, in agencies where the parole population was 

constructed as a dependent population, the officers referred to the parolees as “clients” and still 

prioritized law-enforcement aspects of the job first, but prioritized social-worker aspects of the 

job higher than the officers in counties where parolees were constructed as deviants. Moreover, 
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the agency an officer operated within also determined the tools and resources available to the 

officer. Some agencies provided officers with both a universal assessment and an assessment 

targeted towards the female parolee population, which allowed officers to develop case plans for 

the parolees that acknowledged and addressed gender-linked needs, while other agencies did not 

have more than a universal assessment. Thus, some agencies had access to tools that were better 

able to identify and target the gendered-needs that exist within the parole population, which 

affected how effectively the needs of parole populations, especially women, are being met. 

While community safety remains the central role of an officer’s position, many of the officers 

feel the most successful when they perceive their parolee as being successful.  

Officers perceive a parolee to be successful when the parolee exhibits some form of 

positive change. For many officers, they feel that if they have any impact in the parolee’s 

success, it is through the relationship that is created and maintained between themselves and 

their parolee. Officers express that support and respect are two of the central characteristics to 

building a positive relationship, which lays the foundation for the parolee’s progress and change. 

A notable limitation of this study is that it was conducted within a few agencies in 

Oregon. Not only are policies and practices surrounding Oregon agencies different than those of 

other states, but also not all agencies within Oregon utilize the same tools and strategies. Thus, 

the perspective and experience of the officers in this study may not only be unique to the state, 

but unique to the agencies that use some combination of the evidence-based tools, core 

correctional practices, and punitive techniques as well. Nonetheless, the impact of parolee 

construction on how parole officers define their responsibilities and the way this definition 

impacts how officers interact with their parolees is a process that is not unique to these specific 

agencies. Despite the specific agency the officer works under, most officers measure their own 
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success by the perceived successfulness of their parolees and the successfulness of their parolee 

is built upon the relationship that is formed between the pair.  

While officers continue to define their position as a position where community safety 

comes first, these officers measure their success by the rehabilitation they facilitate, thus 

exemplifying how officers within agencies that utilize both rehabilitative and punitive techniques 

perceive the essential functions of being an effective officer. Within the context of ensuring the 

safety of the greater community, is the responsibility to rehabilitate the parolees an officer 

supervises.   
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