
Use of Risk and 
Needs Assessment 
Information at 
Sentencing:  
Grant County, 
Indiana 
CENTER FOR SENTENCING INITIATIVES 
RESEARCH DIVISION 
NATIONAL CENTER FOR STATE 
COURTS 

PROJECT DIRECTOR 
Pamela M. Casey, Ph.D. 

PROJECT MANAGER 
Jennifer K. Elek, Ph.D. 

PROJECT STAFF 
Kathryn A. Holt 
Tracey D. Johnson 
Shelley Spacek Miller 
Hon. Roger K. Warren (Ret.) 

December 2013 

This report was produced by the National Center 
for State Courts’ Center for Sentencing 
Initiatives (CSI). CSI conducts research, 
provides information and tools, offers education 
and technical assistance, facilitates cross-state 
learning and collaboration, and works closely 
with the Conference of Chief Justices and the 
Conference of State Court Administrators to 
implement their resolution In Support of 
Sentencing Practices that Promote Public Safety 
and Reduce Recidivism. To learn more about 
CSI, visit www.ncsc.org/csi 

I. About this Report 
In August 2011, the Conference of Chief 
Justices and the Conference of State Court 
Administrators adopted a resolution 
recommending that “offender risk and needs 
assessment information be available to 
inform judicial decisions regarding effective 
management and reduction of the risk of 
offender recidivism.”1 The resolution noted 
that supervision and treatment decisions 
informed by valid and reliable offender risk 
and needs assessment (RNA) information is 
a critical component of effective strategies 
to reduce recidivism.  

This report is one in a series describing the 
experiences of individual jurisdictions using 
RNA information to inform sentencing 
decisions. These profile reports are not 
intended to be a comprehensive study of all 
stakeholder views in a jurisdiction regarding 
the use of the assessment information. 
Rather, they offer a current picture of how 
some stakeholders are incorporating the 

1 Conference of Chief Justices and Conference of 
State Court Administrators. (2011). Resolution 7 
In Support of the Guiding Principles on Using 
Risk and Needs Assessment Information in the 
Sentencing Process. Williamsburg, VA: National 
Center for State Courts (available 
http://ccj.ncsc.org/~/media/Microsites/Files/CCJ/
Resolutions/08032011-Support-Guiding-
Principles-Using-Risk-Needs-Assessment-
Information-Sentencing-Process.ashx). CCJ and 
COSCA include the highest ranking judicial 
officer and court administrator from every state 
and U. S. Territory. The resolution endorsed a 
set of guiding principles developed by a National 
Working Group. For a description of the guiding 
principles, see Casey, P., Warren, R. K., & Elek, 
J. (2011). Using Offender Risk Assessment 
Information at Sentencing: Guidance for Courts 
from a National Working Group. Williamsburg, 
VA: National Center for State Courts (available 
http://www.ncsc.org/sitecore/content/microsites/
csi/home/Topics/~/media/Microsites/Files/CSI/R
NA%20Guide%20Final.ashx).  
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information into their sentencing practices. 
The reports identify the population of 
offenders for which RNA information is 
obtained and the assessment instruments 
used in the jurisdiction, describe the 
assessment report provided to the court, 
discuss how the assessment information is 
used, and report on any outcomes typically 
tracked by the jurisdiction. When available, 
the report also provides an example of the 
assessment information provided to the 
court. In addition to these individual 
jurisdictional profiles, a forthcoming report 
will identify common practices and lessons 
learned across jurisdictions using RNA 
information at sentencing. 

II. Offenders Assessed
Probation officers in the Grant County 
Correctional Services division conduct a full 
offender risk and needs assessment (RNA) 
as part of the Presentence Investigation 
(PSI) reporting process. Cases involving a 
level A, B, or C felony require a PSI report; 
for D-level felonies, PSI reports are 
discretionary and in practice are often 

2 NCSC interviewed a Grant County judge, 
probation officer, prosecutor and defense 
attorney. 

waived. PSI reports are not provided for 
misdemeanors or during plea negotiations. 

In Grant County, probation caseloads are 
divided by risk level. Each probation officer 
oversees a caseload dedicated to the 
supervision of offenders with the same level 
of risk. If the court does not order a PSI 
report, probation officers still complete a 
full RNA for every offender, once placed on 
community supervision, to assign an 
appropriate supervising probation officer 
and to inform case planning efforts. 

III. Assessment
Process 
Grant County began using an offender risk 
and needs assessment tool in 2001, when 
they adopted the Level of Service Inventory-
Revised (LSI-R).3 Grant County probation 
officers used the LSI-R until 2011, when the 
state transitioned to a new standard tool 
called the Indiana Risk Assessment System 
(IRAS).4 With a technical assistance grant 
from the National Institute of Corrections 
(NIC), the Indiana Judicial Center and 
Department of Corrections partnered with 
researchers from the University of 
Cincinnati Corrections Institute to develop 
and help implement the IRAS, an adaptation 
of the Ohio Risk Assessment System 

3 Developed by Don Andrews and James Bonta 
in 1995, the LSI-R is a commercially available 
risk and needs assessment tool comprised of 54 
items across 10 subscales. For more information 
about the LSI-R, refer to the Multi-Health 
Systems, Inc. website at: 
http://www.mhs.com/product.aspx?gr=saf&prod
=lsi-r&id=overview. 
4 The IRAS may be found at: 
http://nicic.gov/Library/027571. For additional 
information about the statewide initiative, see: 
http://indianacourts.us/times/2011/04/risk-
assessment/. 
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(ORAS).5 The IRAS, comprised of separate 
assessment tools designed for use at 
different stages of the criminal justice 
process (pretrial, community supervision, 
prison intake, and reentry), assesses offender 
recidivism risk and criminogenic needs.6 A 
statewide validation study is currently 
underway. 

On rare occasions, probation officers may 
override the IRAS risk level. PSI reports 
display the original score, but the adjusted 
risk level appears with a statement 
explaining the override. Probation officers 
reassess community-supervised offenders on 
the IRAS at twelve month intervals for the 
duration of their probation term.  

Grant County stakeholders view the LSI-R 
and the IRAS as generally similar, but 
indicated that the LSI-R flagged substance 
abuse needs at a higher rate than the IRAS. 
To address this perceived gap locally, Grant 
County probation officers supplement the 
IRAS with the Substance Abuse Subtle 
Screening Inventory (SASSI), a specialized 
substance abuse assessment tool. 7  

In addition to the SASSI, the Grant County 
Correctional Services division uses a 

5 The University of Cincinnati Center for 
Criminal Justice Research (CCJR) developed the 
ORAS in 2009 and offer similar services to other 
states and jurisdictions with interest in adapting 
the system. For more about the risk assessment 
services available, see the CCJR website: 
http://www.uc.edu/corrections/services/risk-
assessment.html. 
6 The IRAS includes a separate assessment for 
each of the four identified stages of the criminal 
justice process, as well as a short screener tool 
designed for use at the community supervision 
stage to trigger a full version of the risk and 
needs assessment. 
7 Additional information on the SASSI 
instrument can be found at 
http://www.sassi.com/.  

number of other supplementary assessment 
instruments. In every case for which a PSI 
report is ordered, probation officers use the 
SASSI and the Criminal Thinking Scale 
(CTS). The CTS is a specialized criminal 
thinking assessment developed by Texas 
Christian University (TCU) professor Kevin 
Knight to capture dimensions of criminal 
thinking such as entitlement, justification, 
personal irresponsibility, power orientation, 
cold heartedness, and criminal 
rationalization.8 In sex offense cases, 
probation officers also complete the Static -
99, a 10-item actuarial risk assessment 
instrument developed by Karl Hanson and 
David Thornton in 1999 for use with adult 
male sex offenders. In problem-solving 
court cases, the locally developed Housing, 
Employment and Family Function (HEFF) 
assessment, the Mental Health Screening 
Form III (MHSF-III), and the Beck 
Depression and Anxiety Inventories may 
also be administered to the offender, but 
results from these assessments do not appear 
in typical PSI reports. 

IV. Assessment Report
Prior to adoption of the IRAS, Grant County 
used a PSI report that contained a narrative 
offender RNA section describing the 
offender’s LSI-R risk level (low, moderate, 
or high risk) and any offender needs 
identified by the tool. A new PSI reporting 
standard, mandated for use in all counties 
statewide, was developed in conjunction 
with the IRAS. The new report format 
describes the offender’s risk level on the 
IRAS and the offender’s need level by 

8 To access the CTS and other assessments 
developed by researchers at the Texas Christian 
University Institute of Behavioral Research, see 
http://www.ibr.tcu.edu/pubs/datacoll/cjtrt.html. 
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domain in narrative format (see Appendix).9 
The IRAS domain levels also appear in a 
summary bar graph.  

In addition, the new Indiana PSI report 
includes a section that captures any 
complementary assessment information, 
which in Grant County includes a narrative 
description of results from the SASSI and 
the CTS. Probation officers also make case 
plan and sentencing recommendations in the 
final section of PSI reports. Their 
recommendations include whether or not a 
person can be successfully supervised in the 
community, the sentence length (executed 
and suspended), length of probation, and the 
types of programming to address the 
offender’s identified needs. Judges also 
receive, attached to the PSI report, copies of 
the offender’s summary assessment results 
and the proposed case plan.  Some judges 
also request copies of the hand-scored 
IRAS, SASSI, and/or CTS instruments to 
permit an itemized review.    

In 2012, Grant County probation officers 
provided approximately 160 PSI reports to 
the court.  

V. Use of Assessment 
Information 
General reception. The use of evidence-
based sentencing practices in Grant County 
began in 1999 or 2000 with stakeholder 
participation in a three-day “What Works” 
training event on effective recidivism 
reduction and prevention hosted by the 

9 In addition to the body report, appended case 
plan, and appended IRAS-CST scoring sheet as 
seen in the Appendix example, scoring sheets 
from other proprietary offender assessments used 
(such as the SASSI) are appended to the Grant 
County PSR as appropriate. 

Indiana Department of Corrections. Teams 
from five Indiana counties, including Grant 
County, attended the event.10 Each team 
developed a holistic evidence-based 
implementation plan as part of the event. 11 
Grant County representatives implemented 
their plan in 2001 and have continued to 
update the original plan as the effort has 
evolved.  

Initially, some Grant County stakeholders 
were more receptive to the use of evidence-
based practices than others. Some thought 
that the introduction of “What Works” 
concepts provided an invaluable framework 
for guiding efforts to make more informed 
decisions about how to better manage 
offenders. Others expressed concerns about 
applying results based on general predictors 
of recidivism in individualized decisions 
about offenders. Local stakeholders initially 
resistant to the use of RNA information 
appear to be more supportive of the 
initiative now, in part because of 
opportunities to openly discuss these 
concerns and in part because of subsequent 
trainings that all stakeholders have received 
on the appropriate uses of the tool and the 
limitations of the science. 12 A local criminal 
justice stakeholder group meets routinely to 
discuss issues and concerns about the use of 
RNA information as they arise.  

10 Grant County representatives included the 
Community Corrections Director, two judges, a 
defense attorney, and the county prosecutor. 
11 After the conference, Grant County officials 
focused on developing comprehensive programs 
and research-based curricula with treatment 
providers, motivational interviewing, and other 
principles of effective intervention.  
12 The Indiana Judicial Center has sponsored 
trainings on risk and needs assessment since the 
adoption of the IRAS. These included a 
dedicated training event with attorneys when 
Grant County shifted from the LSI-R to the 
IRAS and rolled out the new PSI reporting 
format.  

NCSC/CSI | GRANT COUNTY, IN RNA REPORT 4

________________________

________________________



Although Grant County stakeholders appear 
to support the use of the IRAS as a valid 
assessment instrument, some skepticism has 
been shared regarding assessment reliability. 
Some local stakeholders expressed the 
concern that two similarly trained probation 
officers may not score an offender the same 
way on an assessment. This concern was 
voiced more in relation to assessments 
completed by probation officers in other 
counties, who may be relatively new to 
conducting RNAs, compared to the quality 
assessments conducted by local probation 
officers.13 Indiana has taken a step to help 
achieve greater consistency in assessment 
scoring statewide by requiring that all 
probation officers successfully complete an 
IRAS certification before they are permitted 
to conduct an assessment on an offender. 
They must also successfully recertify every 
other year to continue to administer the 
IRAS. In addition to these state-level efforts, 
the Grant County Correctional Services 
division recently hired a full time staff 

13 Prior to the IRAS, the use of RNA information 
was not mandatory statewide. However, Grant 
County probation officers had been 
administering some form of a RNA tool for well 
over a decade. Empirical evidence suggests that 
both the length of time a particular RNA tool has 
been used by an agency and the provision of 
formal training to staff charged with 
administering the RNA tool have significant 
implications for assessment accuracy. See, for 
example, Flores, A. W., Lowenkamp, C. T., 
Holsinger, A. M., & Latessa, E. J. (2006). 
Predicting outcome with the Level of Service 
Inventory-Revised: The importance of 
implementation integrity. Journal of Criminal 
Justice, 34, 523–529. See also Lowenkamp, C. 
T., Latessa, E. J., & Holsinger, A. M. (2004). 
Empirical evidence on the importance of training 
and experience in using the Level of Service 
Inventory–Revised. In National Institute of 
Corrections (Series Ed.), Topics in Community 
Corrections: Assessment issues for managers 
(pp. 49-53). Washington, DC: National Institute 
of Corrections.  

person dedicated to the topic of evidence-
based practices, including issues around 
effective implementation, staff skill 
building, and quality assurance. Grant 
County stakeholders envision that the role of 
this new position will include efforts to 
monitor the inter-rater reliability of local 
IRAS administrators. 

Practical use of RNA information among 
stakeholders. All stakeholders interviewed 
for this report indicated that RNA 
information can be useful in the sentencing 
process. Judges typically approve the 
proposed probation case plan, but may 
sometimes diverge from probation 
recommendations regarding imposition and 
length of imprisonment. Four judges in 
Grant County receive PSI reports.  

For cases in which a plea agreement has 
been reached, the parties submit the plea 
agreement to the court, and a PSI report is 
ordered. The Grant County probation officer 
will provide a recommendation in the PSI 
report to accept or reject the plea agreement.  
At the sentencing hearing, the completed 
PSI report informs the court’s decision 
regarding acceptance of the plea agreement. 
If the plea agreement is accepted, the judge 
crafts a sentence within the parameters of 
the agreement. Prosecutors and defense 
attorneys generally leave plea agreements 
open-ended to allow for the probation 
department’s case plan recommendations. 
This lowers the number of rejected plea 
agreements because of potential mismatches 
between programming agreed upon by 
counsel in the case and the RNA-informed 
recommendations of the probation 
department. 
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VI. Outcomes Tracked
The Supreme Court’s Indiana Court 
Information Technology Extranet (INcite) 
hosts an automated application designed to 
electronically score the IRAS tools and store 
completed IRAS data statewide. Statewide 
data on each of the IRAS tools are analyzed 
to inform legislative reviews and revisions 
of the criminal code. The INcite system 
interface allows assessment data to be 
exported into the local case management 
system. Grant County began entering 
assessment data into INcite in 2011. As part 
of the National Institute of Corrections 
(NIC) evidence-based decision making 
(EBDM) project, Grant County is also in the 
process of developing a local dashboard to 
track outcome measures. 14 

In addition, the Indiana Judicial Branch’s 
Division of State Court Administration 
compiles annual reports on probation 
activities for general distribution. These 
annual probation reports 

14 NIC partnered with the Office of Justice 
Programs to select seven sites, including Grant 
County, to implement the framework entitled A 
Framework for Evidence-Based Decision 
Making in Local Court Systems. This framework 
lays out strategies for applying evidence-based 
decision making principles and techniques with 
the goal of risk and harm reduction. Additional 
information on the project can be found at 
http://nicic.gov/EBDM. Additional information 
about Grant County’s involvement in the EBDM 
project may be found at 
http://ebdmoneless.org/ebdm-jurisdictions-grant-
county-indiana.  

include statewide and county summary 
information such as case data on the number 
of felony and misdemeanor probation cases 
supervised and disposed (by method of 
disposition), the proportion of felony and 
misdemeanor probationers by supervision 
level, and the number of adult presentence 
investigations conducted by case type.15 The 
Grant County problem-solving courts (Drug 
Court, Re-entry Court, Veterans Treatment 
Court) also reportedly receive detailed 
statistical information at minimum every six 
months, which includes the recidivism rates 
of problem-solving court participants by risk 
level. However, this level of detail is not 
currently available on the broader adult 
probation population.   

15 To access the current and archived Probation 
Reports, visit 
http://www.in.gov/judiciary/admin/2467.htm.  
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