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Executive Summary of Sobriety Court Evaluation 
Muskegon County Sobriety Court has been in operation since October 2005. In 2009, it 

received a grant from the Bureau of Justice Administration to sustain and enhance the 

program. This evaluation assesses Sobriety Court on the following indicators. 

Table 1. Program Performance 

Indicator Program Performance 

Qualified People Join Sobriety Court Good 

Participants Increase Quality of Life Poor 

Participants Adhere to Program Requirements Fair 

Participants Stay Out of Jail Fair 

Program is Cost-Effective Excellent 

Highlights 

68% of Sobriety Court participants graduated from the program. 

Just 13.8% of successful participants were subsequently rearrested after graduating from the 

program, for a recidivism rate 44% lower than the comparison group.  

Given 1 full year in the community after graduation from Sobriety Court, only 10% of 

graduates were rearrested on drug or alcohol charges. 

Per year, Sobriety Court frees 3,615 jail bed days, the equivalent of 10 beds per day, or 

$146,387 worth of jail resources when compared to the normal procedure for handling 

people with similar offenses. 

The Muskegon County Sobriety Court cost per participant is lower than that of drug courts 

in the state.  

When factoring in the cost of recidivism for all criminal offenses, the cost of Sobriety Court 

per participant becomes less than the cost of the traditional court process.  

BJA-supported differences 

More participants were caught drinking during the program, with the enhanced home 

surveillance made possible by the grant. 

The graduation rate increased, particularly for felons. 

Areas for examination 

Racial disparity. There were significant differences in who was admitted to the program and 

in terms of who succeeded in the program, persisting to graduation. 
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Travel. Participants and staff collectively noted the difficulties participants faced securing 

reliable and accessible transportation such that they could be present at the numerous 

program appointments and commitments. 

Individualized therapy options. While participants generally noted the effectiveness of one-

on-one therapy, staff were aware that some participants needed treatment that could address 

dual-diagnosis and others needed fewer sessions than required. 

Peer-facilitated social events. Because sobriety requires a change in lifestyle, many 

participants needed new ways to socially connect with new peers, particularly in the latter 

phases when contact via the program decreases. 

What worked 

Employer support. The participants who were most successful in the program tended to 

have considerable employment support, because they were self-employed or had empathetic 

supervisors. 

Close attention from judges. Overwhelmingly, successful participants noted that their 

commitment to the program (and thus, their own sobriety) was influenced by the human 

connection and individual attention they received from the judges. 
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With the support of a grant from the Bureau of Justice Administration, Muskegon County 

contracted with The Evaluation Center at Western Michigan University to evaluate the 

Sobriety Court program. Due to the length of the program and the length of the grant, the 

evaluation had an extended scope, examining all offenders who were eligible for Sobriety 

Court since its inception in October 2005 beyond simply the grant timeline. Wherever 

relevant, we group the participants into those who went through the program prior to the 

BJA grant and those who were admitted or were served while BJA funds were supporting 

the program.  

The evaluation is divided into five groups of questions (fully detailed in Appendix A). The 

report will proceed through each group, providing the key questions, answers, and evidence. 

The five sections are: 

1 Did qualified participants join Sobriety Court?  pg 5 

2 Did participants increase their quality of life?  pg 8 

3  Did participants adhere to program requirements? pg 12 

4  Did participants stay out of jail?    pg 19 

5  Are the costs comparable and does Sobriety Court  pg 24 

save money?  

We intersperse lessons learned about what distinguished successful participants from those 

who left the program and recommendations for program improvement. All methodological 

details and technical figures are provided in the appendix. 
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Who are Sobriety Court participants? 
On average, participants were 36 years old when arrested, though they have been as young as 

19 and as old as 66. Most participants had no military background (88.1%). Roughly two-

thirds of the participants lived independently (66.9%), with only 0.6 percent reporting that 

they were homeless. The majority were single (65.9%) and had no children (56.6%). Those 

who were rejected from the program tended to have more children. Although separated or 

divorced participants made up 17.7 percent of the population, divorce or separation tended 

to occur just before or just after the arresting incident, according to our interviewees who 

were participants in the program.  

Over three quarters of participants were male (74.2%). On average, they reported an income 

of just over $2,000 per month, although this came from a variety of sources and the amount 

of missing data on income could have influenced the average. Over one-third (35.8%) 

reported being unemployed at the time they entered the program, which is higher than the 

average for Muskegon County as a whole (14.2%).  

In terms of race and ethnicity, an overwhelming percent of participants identified as white 

(89.1%). Individuals who identified as African-Americans comprised only 7.2 percent and 

other races and ethnicities were even less common. This is somewhat in contrast to the 

demographic composition of Muskegon County, as reported by Sobriety Court staff in their 

BJA grant application, with more individuals who identify as white in the program than 

would be expected.  

Table 2. Participant Race Compared to County 

 Sobriety Court Muskegon County 

White 89.1% 80.5% 

African-American 7.2% 13.6% 

Hispanic 2.3% 4.3% 

Other 1.4% 1.2% 

Staff believed the racial makeup of Sobriety Court reflected that of the people committing 

alcohol-related offenses.  

Just over one-third of the participants had one previous misdemeanor on record (35.0%). 

Just over one-quarter had two previous misdemeanors (28.6%). Largely, participants had no 

prior felonies (88.9%) and no previously diagnosed mental health issues (81.0%). Those who 

were rejected from the program tended to have more misdemeanors and felonies on their 

record. Most participants reported engaging in previous substance abuse (81.8%), but just 

over half had reported actually seeking treatment in the past (59.3%). On average, 

participants reported being roughly 17 years old when they began drinking alcohol, an 

average also reported most frequently by our interviewees. 
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Did qualified participants join Sobriety Court? 

Sobriety Court staff met the targets set in the proposal, 

admitting sufficient numbers of misdemeanants and felons.  

Standard: Good 

The findings described in this section of the report are relevant to the time period from the 

start of Sobriety Court through September 2011, although we often have parsed out those 

who participated under the BJA funding. While programming really began full operation in 

November 2009, in this part of the report we included participants who were served at least 

6 months under BJA even if they started the program before the grant funding was in place. 

This evaluation question was comprised of two indicators, which are listed below, and was 

based on targets identified by Sobriety Court’s grant proposal documents.  

How many OUIL 3rds were admitted?  

In total, 38 OUIL 3rds have been admitted (24 current participants, 1 unsuccessful case, and 

13 graduates). After BJA funding was in place, 33 of the 38  were admitted.  

Since the start of BJA funding, 68.6 percent of eligible OUIL 3rds were rejected. While this 

rejection rate may seem high, it was at 88 percent before BJA funding went into effect. Still 

this is much higher than the 20 percent rate estimated in the grant proposal. Felons were 

most commonly rejected due to having a history of violent offenses (32.8%) and by the 

prosecuting attorney (27.6% of the time). Another 6.9 percent were offered a spot in the 

program and refused entry. Statutory ineligibility accounted for another 5.2 percent of 

rejections1.  

                                                      
1 Other reasons: 15.5% Other; 6.9% Geographic/transportation issues; 3.4% Not target population; 1.7% 

Judicial denial.  
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Table 3. Felon Admittance and Rejection Rates 

 Before BJA After BJA 

# of Felons Admitted 5 33 
Rejection Rate 88.6% 68.6% 

Some successful participants told us that they joined both because they wanted a change and 

because they simply wanted to avoid jail. One person said he personally held both reasons in 

his mind, stating it was “80% because I was scared of jail and 20% because I knew I needed 

help,” which is similar to the sentiment expressed by others.  

Most of those who joined simply because they wanted to avoid jail seemed to have a change 

of heart after spending time in the program and hearing the stories of others in group 

therapy and AA. They typically reported this change occurring 3-6 months into their stay in 

the program.  

Other successful participants were motivated to join so that they could avoid unwanted 

changes and maintain responsibility for the good things already happening in their lives – 

such as keeping a job, maintaining custody of their children, or hanging on to other special 

privileges that would be revoked with a felony charge. 

Unsuccessful participants generally said they felt the program was court-appointed, as 

though they had no choice but to join if they wished to avoid jail time. Unsuccessful 

participants generally did not join because they had the motivation to change their lifestyles 

or keep their current responsibilities, the way successful participants did. 

At the start of the BJA funding period, Sobriety Court staff anticipated that 30-40 OUIL 3rds 

would be admitted. As of September 30, 2011, 33 OUIL 3rds have actually been admitted or 

served under BJA grant funding.   

How many misdemeanants were admitted? 

At the time of our reporting, 180 misdemeanants had been admitted to the program and 83 

of this group had already graduated and been discharged. Another 50 were unsuccessful, in 

that they left the program early due to noncompliance, absconding, or another reason. Since 

the implementation of BJA funding, 77 misdemeanants have been admitted. 

Comparisons between those misdemeanants who were accepted to the program and those 

that were rejected show a disproportionate rejection of Hispanics/Latinos and Native 

Americans. Of course, the program follows established criteria of program eligibility, which 

are (1) 2nd offense OWI or 3rd offense OWI, (2) Reside in Muskegon County, (3) No 

history of violent offenses (the statute outlines the definition of a "violent offense"), (4) No 

history of a drug delivery or sale, and (5) Not under the supervision of another court. It is 

possible that those groups who appear to be overrejected also disproportionately held these 

other characteristics as well. 

Under BJA funding, misdemeanants had experienced a rejection rate of 49.7 percent. This 

was actually higher than the rejection rate prior to the BJA-supported intervention, which 
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was 41 percent. Both of those rates are higher than the 20 percent expected in the proposal. 

Of all who have been rejected, the majority (54.4%) refused to join Sobriety Court. Another 

6.7 percent were not admitted at the judge’s discretion. There were a variety of other 

reasons2, but notably, only 5.6 percent of misdemeanants were rejected at the discretion of 

the prosecuting attorney.  

SC staff expected to admit 70 misdemeanants under BJA funding. As of September 30, 

2011, 77 misdemeanants had been admitted or served under BJA funding. 

Recommendations 
Clarify eligibility. The program may be able to increase its admittance rate and guard 

against appearances for disparity by reviewing and clarifying eligibility criteria among all staff 

who screen for admittance. Here are two areas that could be clarified: (1) While professional 

discretion is certainly advised for all parties when reviewing potential participants, better 

documentation could help justify rejections. For example, rather than “Prosecuting 

Attorney” or “Judicial Denial” as options for rejection, it would be clearer and appear less 

subjective if the actual reason behind the rejection were given, such as “Not Target 

Population.” (2) Both staff and participants explained to us that there were only 4 eligibility 

requirements, yet our records have 5 and there are data on 13 possible rejection reasons in 

the database, indicating that staff are drawing on a broader set of review criteria to determine 

eligibility. Clarity among screening staff should lead to a smaller set of review criteria, more 

closely matching what the program says it uses. 

                                                      
2 10% Not target population; 5.6% History of violent offenses; 4.4% Other; 4.4% Statutory ineligibility; 3.3% 

Pending another case; 2.2% Unable to locate; 1.1% Geographic/Transportation issues; 1.1% Eligible, but 
randomized; 1.1% Medical issues.  
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Did participants increase their quality of life? 

Participants experienced increases in their education level and 

generally had clean housing, but targets were not met for 

education, employment, or housing.  

Standard: Poor 

The findings described in this section of the report are relevant to the time period between 

when participants began to be tracked in the DCCMIS database and September 2011, 

although we often have parsed out those who participated under the BJA funding that 

started in November 2009. This evaluation question was comprised of 3 indicators, which 

are listed below. 

What percent of participants completed high school or earned a 

GED or an equivalent? 

The vast majority (87%) of all those who entered Sobriety Court did not need to pursue 

further education. Two participants, who ultimately graduated, did obtain further education 

while in the program. The one participant who needed more education but dropped out did 

not get that education need met while in the program. With such a small group, we are 

hesitant to calculate completion rates, but at this time 66.7 percent of those who needed 

education assistance received it. 

Staff and participants we interviewed reported that most participants did not need assistance 

in education and had already completed a degree. A couple of the interviewees clearly did 

need more education, in that they had only elementary-level literacy, and reported not getting 

any support. Program staff monitor quality of life needs at regular meetings, where they 

collaboratively outline next steps to take via a written action plan. However, those regular 

meetings tend to decrease in frequency the longer one is in the program. Further, about the 
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same number of participants reported direct encouragement by the judges and program 

staff, who even went so far as to gather enrollment materials from local institutions for the 

participants.  

A few participants said they were thinking about pursuing additional studies but that it was 

not as a result of Sobriety Court. One person reported entering school to study addiction – 

an interest inspired by Sobriety Court, although he also said his pace of study has been held 

back by the demanding schedule of the program.  

Unsuccessful participants were not much different from successful participants in terms of 

the level of educational support reported. 

SC staff had hoped that 90 percent of applicable participants would obtain a GED or high 

school diploma during the program. At the time of this writing, 66.7 percent had improved 

as hoped.  

What percent of participants were employed? 

Most participants (64.2%) reported to their case managers that they were satisfied with their 

employment. The proportion of employed participants was much higher among those 

currently enrolled (just 16.3% need help) than among those who graduated (49% needed 

help while in the program). Among all who entered Sobriety Court and needed assistance, 

21.3 percent actually improved their employment situation by the time they were discharged. 

Interviewees reported some difficulty with job-seeking in a period of economic recession. 

Successful participants were often laid off right before or right after their offense. For some, 

the offense was the last straw in a line of 

other incidents at the workplace. Some 

were able to find new jobs, but reported 

restricted options because of the program. 

For example, some had to work 3rd shift 

jobs because of the demanding schedule 

of the program. Others had to seek 

entirely different lines of work because the 

program did not allow employment at 

alcohol-serving establishments. Some 

successful and unsuccessful participants said they felt their involvement with the program 

prevented some employers from wanting to hire them (although a felony charge would have 

likely given an even worse impression). Program staff provided referrals to Michigan Works 

and attempted to be flexible about scheduling to accommodate as best as possible. 

Some successful participants experienced no job change, sometimes because they were 

already unemployed or on disability. This was also the case for unsuccessful participants. 

Many who experienced no change in employment reported also having very sympathetic and 

flexible employers, who often wrote support letters in pursuit of license reinstatement. They 

felt that without that support they would not have been able to complete the program and 

hold down employment. These participants also tended to have personal relationships with 

I was carefree, single. Drinking filled a 

void. I was not thinking about my future. 

They made me fear what my life was 

going to turn into. It really scared me. 

"You're the one that signed the papers." 

They would say that they are giving me a 

chance at keeping what I have.  

A productive life. 
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their direct supervisors or had been employed there for a long period prior to arrest. 

Unsuccessful participants did not report the same level of support in the workplace. 

A few successful participants reported that the court encouraged them to seek employment 

or to improve their current employment situation, but most said that the program didn’t 

speak to them about employment at all. One person said he believed his commitment to 

sobriety was the cause for his promotion at work.  

The target was 90 percent employment among those who reported to their case managers 

that they needed help while in the program. At this point in the program’s progress, the 

target is not being met. Only 21.3 percent obtained improved employment. 

What percent of participants secured clean and sober housing? 

Data to answer this question were tracked through reports from surveillance officers to case 

managers. Surveillance officers conducted breathalyzer screens during random home visits 

and reported positive results, which we considered proxy measures of a lack of sobriety in a 

participant’s house. 

As would be expected, clean and sober housing was more common among graduates 

(88.7%) than those who left the program (33%). This difference was statistically significant. 

However, data were available on only 71 participants (53 graduates and 18 who left the 

program). Before BJA-enhanced program activity, 15 percent of those participants who were 

tracked had at least 1 home-based alcohol violation. After BJA, 20 percent of participants 

had at least 1 positive screen at home, this increase is likely due to the increased surveillance 

afforded by the grant. 

In terms of the surveillance officer visits, successful participants experienced a range of 

supervision. Most reported that visits were high in frequency but that officers rarely came 

inside – just asked them to blow into the breathalyzer from the doorway. However, some 

successful participants also said they experienced a low number of visits and others said the 

officers searched through the kitchen or the entire house. By contrast, unsuccessful 

participants seemed to report only a low frequency of visits and a heavy search, which 

included a car search for one person. Of course, the heavy searching could have been 

predicated by other actions that led to the participants’ failure in the program. 

Some interviewees reported that they did not have a clean home. Some of those said that 

they had been caught by the surveillance officers and some said they had not. Participants 

who remained clean and sober actually reported that in their later phases of the program, 

they had wished the surveillance officers would have visited more, as their level of contact 

with the program decreased and they desired that pressure to help them stay on track. 

About half of the successful participants and all of the unsuccessful had stable housing and 

needed no additional support from the program. The other half of successful participants 

reported losing their housing while in the program, jumping between friends’ houses, or 

needing to move to get away from housemates who were drinking. Only one of them 

reported getting help from the program during their multiple transitions.  
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SC had established a target of clean and sober housing for 90 percent of the applicable 

participants. If we assume that all participants needed to secure clean and sober housing, we 

can say that 80 percent had clean and sober housing. Those with breathalyzer violations at 

home may have gone on to secure clean and sober housing after their positive test, but that 

cannot be determined at this time. 

Recommendations 
Transportation. A couple of participants said they had to stay connected with bad 

relationships because the relationships supplied transportation. Most participants, successful 

and unsuccessful, expressed a great deal of stress about relying on others for transportation 

coupled with the threat of sanctions if they arrived “even a minute” late. Indeed, a handful 

of both successful and unsuccessful participants admitted to us that they drove while in the 

program and some in that group had driven themselves to the interview with us. 

Transportation seemed to be a major hindrance in terms of quality of life. Without a reliable 

mode of transportation, participants reported difficulty maintaining employment, education 

commitments, or strong relationships with friends and families who were often called upon 

to help with transportation. Moreover, family and friends could not be counted on, since 

they were often the source or trigger for drinking episodes.  

Nearly every staff member connected to Sobriety Court readily admitted that transportation 

issues were difficult. They said they had taken actions such as extending hours or being 

flexible about appointment times to work around transportation problems. Staff have 

worked to provide transportation service in the past, which has been troubled by budget 

cuts. Staff have also encouraged those participants with a license to serve as transports for 

their peers, letting such activity count toward community service requirements. Even though 

bus tokens and maps were given out, many participants and staff reported that the bus lines 

aren’t accessible and the hours of operation don’t match Sobriety Court appointment times.  

The revised state guidelines which allow participants to obtain their license 45 days after the 

plea deal should alleviate much of the burden experienced thus far. In the meantime, 

echoing staff suggestions, we recommend formalizing a peer-run transportation system, 

where participants with a license can offer transportation. If possible, Sobriety Court should 

consider paying wages for such transportation, thereby employing participants as well. 

Another option suggested by staff is to investigate a contractual arrangement with a local cab 

company, such that geographic distance and time of day are not an issue.  

Employment. For many participants, their SC eligible offense already put them at risk of 

losing employment. The multiple program demands often made it worse. In fact, for at least 

one participant, the program schedule led to job loss, which led to housing loss, which led to 

the inability to pay program fees, which led to incarceration. In this particular instance, the 

case manager had attempted to speak with the employer and the participant reported that it 

was fairly unsuccessful. We recommend developing common language, in terms of letters or 

telephone scripts, that can be used for employer outreach and continuing the commitment 

to some scheduling flexibility so that participants can keep the positive life experiences they 

already have. 
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Did participants adhere to program requirements? 

Participants paid their fees and met the target for number of 

incentives. The graduation rate neared the goal and varied 

considerably by group. Targets are not quite met for sanctions.  

Standard: Fair 

The findings described in this section of the report are relevant to the time period between 

when participants began to be tracked in the DCCMIS database and September 2011, 

although we often have parsed out those who participated under the BJA funding that 

started in November 2009. This evaluation question was comprised of four indicators, which 

are listed below. 

What percent of participants made full payment of their 

required fees? 

Among graduates, 100 percent paid their fees in full. In fact, the program is designed such 

that this is the case. Participants are responsible for one court fee. Ultimately, phase 

advancement through the program only occurs if participants are current on their payments. 

Thus, in order for a participant to graduate, all fees must have been paid.  

Both successful and unsuccessful participants were able to pay off their required fees, 

generally speaking. Some members of both groups had difficulty with the full amount but 

reported that the program worked with them to establish a payment plan so that they were 

able to cover other expenses. Members of both groups also expressed some concern that 

their progress was or could be held back simply due to fee payment. Only a handful reported 

actually being held back from phase advancement due to nonpayment, but they also said the 

desire to advance spurred them to collect their resources swiftly. 
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The court pays for a portion of the substance abuse treatment out of the general court fee. 

Treatment fees are not directly incurred by a participant unless he or she is fined for missing 

an appointment. In this case, there is a $20 fee. Treatment staff stated that services would 

not be obstructed even if there were outstanding fees. 

SC staff set a target of 100 percent of participants paying off fees prior to graduation. This 

target has been met. 

How many participants received a sanction?  

Among those who have completed the program, 54.2 percent received at least one sanction. 

A much higher proportion of unsuccessful participants received at least one sanction 

(72.5%). On average, each participant received 1.2 sanctions before BJA funding (55.9% of 

graduates had at least 1 sanction). This decreased slightly after BJA funding, to 1.0 sanction 

per participant (50% of graduates received at least 1 sanction). 

Participants reported that the most common sanction was jail time, but that community 

service was also an option the judges used. They also frequently stated that sanctions seemed 

to be imposed unevenly, where two participants committing similar infractions received 

different sanctions.  Judges noted that the sanction depended on the severity of the 

violation. Still, the perception of inequality could be a topic for attention among SC staff. 

The target was that only 30 percent of participants received sanctions.  At this point, the 

percent of participants with at least one sanction is considerably higher – 50%. Thus the 

target has not been met.  

What was the average number of incentives given per 

participant? 

On average, participants who completed the program received 4.9 incentives. Unsuccessful 

participants received far fewer incentives – only 1.8 on average. Prior to BJA funding, 

graduates received an average of 4.2 incentives, which increased to 6.5 per participant after 

BJA funding. 

Successful participants reported that the incentives were not helpful. Though technically 

phase advancement is an incentive, most participants thought they had never received formal 

incentives (examples of which would be candy, praise, a coin, applause, etc.). A couple of the 

successful participants noted the candy or applause offered as an incentive felt somewhat 

insignificant and belittling. The decrease in appointments (which occurs during a phase 

advancement and is therefore an incentive) was reported as a motivating factor by a couple 

of the successful participants. Further, they viewed their sobriety as the incentive to stay 

committed to the program. Interestingly, unsuccessful participants had no comments about 

incentives or sanctions, suggesting less general engagement with the program. 

We want to note that we have some concerns about the quality of the data used for this 

indicator. We often saw circumstances in the database where a participant, for example, was 

in the third stage but had not had at least three incentives recorded. To us, this suggests 
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inconsistent record keeping such that the evidence we cite here may not represent the true 

situation. 

In the funding proposal, SC listed the target as 5 incentives per participant. At this time, the 

target has been met, with an average of 6.5 incentives per participant.  

What percent of participants graduated from Sobriety Court? 

Of the 147 participants who have been discharged from the program, 96 (or 65.1%) were 

discharged due to graduation. Others left because they absconded (13.9%), were 

noncompliant (16.8%), or for various other reasons3. There were no differences in the 

reason for discharge based on race or gender. On average graduates spent 510 days, or 

almost 18 months, in the program. Those who absconded or were noncompliant spent 

about 224 days, or almost a full year less than graduates, before discharge (however, the 

range was very wide for those who were noncompliant, suggesting that many left quite early 

on and others stayed in nearly a full term. 

Before BJA funding, the graduation rate was about 64 percent. This increased to 68 percent 

after BJA funding. Among felons who were served under BJA funding, the graduation rate 

was 91 percent. There were no differences between graduates or unsuccessful participants in 

terms of gender. Roughly 77 percent of graduates were male. There were differences, 

however, in terms of the race or ethnicity of those who graduated and those who did not. 

Statistically, we would expect proportionate representation among racial or ethnic groups in 

terms of the percentage participating in the program and the percentage that graduate and 

drop out. Individuals who identified as Caucasian made up 89.1 percent of SC participants. 

They tended to be more successful in the program, making it through to graduation (92.7% 

of graduates) and they were less likely to drop out (82.4% of dropouts). Individuals who 

identified as African Americans made up 7.2 percent of SC participants but were less likely 

to graduate (4.2% of graduates) and more likely to drop out (11.8% of dropouts). All 

participants who identified as multiracial dropped out (3.9%). Moreover, mental health issues 

were more common among those who dropped out (25.5% had mental health trouble) than 

those who graduated (13.5%).  

Interestingly, participants tended to say that many of their peers dropped out of the program 

because they weren’t really committed, were participating only to avoid jail time, or because 

they found it too demanding. Their way of talking about it seemed to overestimate the 

number from what the data show. By contrast, when we asked staff about discharges, they 

generally stated that very few left the program, mostly because it wasn’t a good fit, which 

seemed to be an underestimation from what we can determine from the database.  

Most of the participants we spoke with were successful, in that they had graduated from the 

program while maintaining sobriety. By and large, they said there was a single factor for 

success: wanting to be sober. They reported being highly committed to the program and, 

more importantly, to themselves. Our analysis also suggests that stable jobs, understanding 

employers, and a sober-friendly support group were factors in success. 

                                                      
3 Other, 4.0%; New Offense, 2.0%; Death, 2.0%; Voluntary, 1.0%. 
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What else distinguishes a successful experience from an unsuccessful one? 

Individual therapy. Most participants felt that individual therapy was the best part of the 

program. Bob, especially, was often called out as the best thing about Sobriety Court, by 

both successful and nonsuccessful participants. Staff also commented frequently about 

Bob’s therapeutic abilities.  

Successful participants also often stated wanting more individual therapy. They said they 

currently went once per month and were told in the program that they could attend more 

often but were turned away at WMT reportedly due to staff shortages. Several successful 

participants also said that they had experienced issues with the front desk at WMT, where 

the staff gave the participants one date for a session on an appointment card but recorded 

another date for the therapists, which resulted in a missed meeting and often also a sanction. 

While this should have been an isolated incident not worth reporting, it’s frequency within 

the group of interviewees heralds it’s mentioning here. Unsuccessful participants also had 

only positive things to say about individual therapy.  

Several staff believed more individual therapy should be given at the start of the program. 

One therapist recounted a time when a participant clearly needed more one-on-one time, 

which this therapist would have given in a private practice scenario, and the participant 

eventually relapsed. The therapist felt this could have been prevented.  

Group therapy. Generally, successful participants had mixed or negative feelings about 

group, especially the women. This is largely due to the placement of women’s group therapy 

at a location where the other members of the group were inpatients with more severe 

experiences. Participants reported feeling awkward because they were “not a prostitute” but 

that the counselors told them “addiction is addiction.” Some warmed up to the idea and 

liked listening to the stories there but most of the participants felt it was unfair and took 

away from their therapeutic experience. A few participants also talked extensively about 

watching certain members of their group come in, from their perspective, while under the 

influence, openly vomit, and generally waste away (at least one eventually died) without what 

they felt was properly addressing or processing it as a group. Successful male participants 

were more likely to say they enjoyed group, but not to the extent that they enjoyed individual 

therapy. Unsuccessful participants made no mention of group therapy. Staff felt that 

biweekly group therapy was critical and should not be altered even in the face of budget cuts. 

AA. Most successful participants overwhelmingly enjoyed AA and continued to go or 

planned to continue going after graduation, when their requirement to attend ceased. Some 

successful participants did not care for AA but some out of this group could at least 

appreciate the support AA provided and asked for the allowance of other types of support 

groups. They suggested that church groups, for example, be allowed. They reported feeling 

awkward that not all attendees were there for alcohol and that “strangers” could come in and 

out at any time, implying that they held back from full engagement. When we asked about a 

Sobriety Court-specific AA, few had heard of it and those who had said it wasn’t in a 

convenient location. Still, on the whole, successful participants felt committed to AA, with 

some even taking on leadership roles within the organization. Unsuccessful people had only 
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negative things to say about their experiences with AA, despite trying their fit at various 

locations. 

Judges. Successful participants evenly felt that the judges were both supportive and 

inconsistent. Generally speaking, the successful participants perceived that they had great 

individual support from the judges, that they were personally cared for and treated like 

humans. They liked the judges as people and felt it was mutual. Some were even emotional 

when talking about their admiration for the judges. At the same time, the same people also 

remarked that they often witnessed the judges handing out different sanctions for the same 

offense. Rather than see such behavior by the judges as part of the same individuality they 

enjoyed for themselves, it often turned into 

something that spoiled the group cohesion, 

where they assumed differential treatment was 

doled out because some of their peers 

“brownnosed.” Unsuccessful participants had 

nothing negative to say about the judges and 

reported feeling the same human connection 

that the successful participants reported. 

Program staff. Successful and unsuccessful participants often expressed frustration in the 

turnover of program staff. They reported feeling like they had opened up to people, which 

they said was hard for them to begin with, but that those people then left and that building 

the new relationships was difficult. Many successful participants also said that they felt 

supported by the probation officer Greg, that he went the extra mile to check in with them, 

letting them know he was thinking about them. Successful participants also expressed some 

frustration that the rules of the program kept changing, or at least that new rules seemed to 

be imposed or that they had not felt they were made aware of all of the rules at the 

beginning. Participants compared the program’s brochures to actual operations with 

scrutiny. The nutrition class was also mentioned by several successful participants, who felt it 

might be more worthwhile if it focused specifically on nutrition issues facing alcoholics. 

Program intensity. Successful participants remarked often about the intensity of the 

program. Those most affected were the ones with the most external responsibilities, those 

who were already balancing work, family, and school. They had the most difficult time 

adding the program’s commitments as well. Most successful participants, however, also 

expressed an appreciation for the program’s intensity. They said the structure, sanctions, and 

surveillance officers made them more accountable. One staff member remarked, “Knowing 

that there’s a lot for them to do in the program makes that choice [to stay clean] easier. It 

keeps an honest person honest.” A couple of participants wondered aloud about how they 

would get by without the structure after graduation. Many successful participants wished that 

surveillance visits would have been more frequent during the final phase, as the other 

sources of commitment and accountability decreased, to help keep them on track. 

Unsuccessful participants didn’t say much about accountability at all, but one did note that 

he observed others getting “sloppy” after the intensity of the first 30 days passed. 

I saw [my judge] at the [place] where I 

had worked. He recognized me and said I 

was looking good. I asked him for my mug 

shot. It helps me when I have urges. I tell 

myself I will not be like that. My face was 

chunky and I had bags under my eyes. 
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Friendships. Most participants, successful and unsuccessful, reported a change in their 

friendships as a result of joining the program and committing to sobriety. They often lost 

friends or had to change social circles to get away from drinking. Some successful 

participants also reported making new friends as a result, strengthening existing friendships 

with those who were supportive, or seeing friends they thought they had lost who had 

“come back around.” Friends were a common source of transportation. 

Most successful participants reported feeling a part of the social circles they developed in the 

program – both through AA and group therapy. People reported looking forward to seeing 

each other there and forming true friendships. However, almost all said they did not 

continue to see those people after the required meeting had ended. Successful participants 

wished for more social connections with others in Sobriety Court. Here are some 

suggestions they gave: soccer league, bowling night, annual reunion, Big Brothers/Big Sisters 

type of arrangement (one said he was already doing this), picnics, and a peer-staffed 

emergency line. Unsuccessful participants did not report the same type or level of friend 

connection while in the program. 

A handful of successful participants believed that they would still be drinking and driving if 

they had not joined the program. 

The factors listed above contributed to sobriety and graduation. The target was a 70 percent 

graduation rate. As of September 30, 2011, the graduation rate was nearing the target, at 68 

percent. This reflects an additional 4 percent over the graduation rate prior to BJA funding. 

Recommendations 
Incentives. Generally speaking, incentives should be reviewed. As it currently stands, many 

participants believe that there is strong implications that incentives can be received outside 

of phase advancement. They expressed disappointment, even offense in some cases, over the 

nature of the incentives that were offered, particularly the food treats. Indeed, the purpose 

of having an incentive was lost in these cases. Further, early graduation was seen by some 

participants as one of the program’s incentives (whether explicitly stated or not), yet 

successful graduates we spoke with were frustrated by the fact that their good behavior did 

not reap this reward. We want to be clear that we are not advocating the dispense of more or 

better material goods to participants, simply that if incentives are part of the program, they 

should be truly enticing to participants. 

Individual therapy. Staff recommended the program take a more nuanced approach to 

individual therapy, to better serve client needs and to better handle budget restrictions. 

Rather than a one-size-fits-all approach, the court might begin with a required minimum, 

such as once per week, but then boost the frequency for those who need it. Careful 

monitoring of each individual’s progress would then allow for therapy to be reduced as soon 

as sufficient progress has been made. Close communication of each case already occurs in 

biweekly case meetings. This sort of flexibility in scheduling therapy might pay for itself in 

that some participants will likely end therapy sooner than others. At the time of this report, 

the program had already instituted this recommendation. 
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Social connections. Given the change in social connections often experienced by 

participants when committing to sobriety, the program could facilitate more peer-to-peer, 

Sobriety Court specific social activities. Participants frequently asked for more social 

interaction with their SC peers. This seems especially crucial in phases 3 and 4, when their 

interaction with the program decreases. We recommend the program encourage participants 

to organize soccer matches, group picnics, and the like. 

Surveillance. Surveillance has played an important role in the program. Participants 

remarked how much they appreciated it. One staff member said, “The surveillance officers 

interrupt old behavioral patterns. And when participants finally get into recovery, they say, ‘I 

really needed that.’” With budget cuts threatening the formal position of Surveillance 

Officers, the program should find a way to still continue the role of surveillance, even if it 

means making room in the job duties of the case managers. 

Dual diagnosis. Finally, nearly every staff member discussed the need for more therapists 

who can identify and treat dual diagnoses. Dual diagnoses, where alcoholism is related to 

another illness often undiagnosed, was reported as common by Sobriety Court staff. They 

recognized the need for treatment of both diseases in order for sobriety to be sustainable. 

The Clinical Director at WMT rewrote the program design so that it now focuses more on 

dual diagnosis. Still, some staff were concerned about the ability of the therapists to carry out 

such design, particularly with Bob leaving WMT. WMT should ensure that the therapists 

assigned to Sobriety Court clients are skilled in this area, particularly given the 

disproportionate number of participants with mental health issues. Indeed, the program has 

contracted with an additional therapy provider – Mercy Life – to better handle dual-

diagnosis among Sobriety Court participants. 
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Did participants stay out of jail? 

Participants were caught consuming alcohol, but were able to 

stay out of jail after graduating.   

Standard: Fair 

The findings described in this report are relevant to the time period between when 

participants began to be tracked in the DCCMIS database and September 30, 2011. This 

evaluation question was comprised of five indicators, which are listed below. 

What percent of participants showed a positive breathalyzer 

screen during their time in the program? 

Sobriety Court staff anticipated that 10 percent of program participants would have a 

positive breathalyzer test at some point during the program, indicating they had consumed 

alcohol. According to the DCCMIS database, over one-quarter (27.1%) of graduates had a 

positive alcohol screen.  

It is important to note that most of those who graduated did so prior to the implementation 

of BJA funding, which supports the employment of surveillance officers, who are tasked 

with administering additional breathalyzer screens at participants’ homes. With more 

frequent testing, it is possible the percent of participants with positive screens could actually 

increase. Indeed, before BJA funding 32.4 percent of graduates had at least one positive 

alcohol screen. After BJA funding was in place, the percentage dropped by more than half – 

just 14.2 percent of graduates (n=4) had positive alcohol screens. For current participants, 

the proportion with positive breathalyzer screens is 15.7 percent. Conversely, among those 

who dropped out of the program, 71.6 percent had a positive breathalyzer screen. 

The program staff had set a target that only 10 percent of participants would experience 

positive breathalyzer screens, but 14.2 percent of graduates tested positive for alcohol.  
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What was the average number of days participants spent in jail 

while in the program? 

When combining all who entered the program, on average, participants spent 9.6 days in jail 

while in the program when counting all jail days (i.e., days for preadmission charges,4 bench 

warrants, and Sobriety Court sanctions) and 3.6 days when not factoring in days for 

preadmission charges5. When looking at 

all jail days, this number is higher for 

participants admitted after BJA funding 

was in place (13.1) than before (6.5 days 

in jail, on average). Generally speaking when looking at all jail days, graduates tended to have 

fewer days in jail (5.1) than those who left the program (9.7). The majority of program 

participants had no days in jail at all (59.3%). A handful spent over 100 days in jail while in 

the program.  

Table 4. Average Jail Days 

Judges noted that they are required to sentence felons to the mandatory minimum number 

of days in jail, which felons serve prior to officially entering Sobriety Court. For this reason, 

we provide the average jail days broken out by all jail days served (which includes the days 

felons are sentenced to serve prior to actual Sobriety Court admission) and just those days to 

which participants were sentenced during their time in the program. It is important to note 

the number of jail days served, including preadmission days, because the Judges reported 

that the number of jail days that are served by felons in the program for their Sobriety Court 

eligible charge (which occurred before admission to the program) are typically fewer days 

than what the felons would serve for the same charge if they had not participated in Sobriety 

Court. However, to measure performance against the target, we are only considering the 

average number of jail days served excluding preadmission days after BJA funding was in 

place. 

The target was 5 days in jail per participant at the end of their time in the program. At this 

point, Sobriety Court has met the target – participants serve an average of 3.9 days in jail 

while in the program.  

                                                      
4 Preadmission days were most often days spent in jail by felons for the Sobriety Court eligible offense 
which were served before they were admitted to Sobriety Court.  
5 When not factoring in preadmission jail days, jail days for Sobriety Court sanctions and bench 
warrants are counted.  

 Overall Before BJA After BJA 

 All Jail 
Days  

No 
Preadmission 

Days 

All Jail 
Days 

No 
Preadmission 

Days 

All Jail 
Days 

No 
Preadmission 

Days 
All Participants 9.6 3.8 6.5 3.6 13.1 3.9 
Misdemeanants 3.6 3.6 2.7 2.7 4.7 4.7 
Felons 29.8 4.6 23.1 2.1 34.9 5.8 

Jail will keep me dry, but it won’t keep 

me sober. 
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How many participants have had their sentences reduced from 

OUIL 3rd to OUIL 2nd?  

So far, 11 felons have had their sentence reduced from OUIL 3rd to OUIL 2nd. Currently, 

there are 24 felons in the program. Another 13 have graduated and 1 has left the program. 

Over 100 have been rejected.  

Judges noted that the prosecuting attorney’s office posed considerable complication to 

sentence reduction. They said that even after agreeing to reduce sentences as part of this 

program, the prosecutor’s office often found some reason to go back on the agreement. In 

fact, the court has now changed the program’s procedure such that it no longer offers 

sentence reduction upon program completion. 

SC had established a target of 30 participants with reduced charges by the end of the grant 

cycle. At this time, it does not appear that the program has reached the target. 

What percent of program participants were rearrested after 

they joined the program?  

The current recidivism rate is higher than the target, but lower than that of the comparison 

group6. The target was 11 percent recidivism among program graduates. At this point in the 

program’s progress, recidivism figures are as listed: 

Graduated from program: 13.8% 

Left program: 29.2%  

Rejected from program: 24.8% 

Recidivism is considerably lower for the graduates of the program than for those who were 

initially rejected or for those who were participants at one point but then left. This difference 

approaches statistical significance.  

Among those who were rearrested, graduates were often rearrested for alcohol-related 

offenses7 (50% of graduates, 35.7% of those who left, and 42.9% among those rejected had 

subsequent alcohol-related offenses). 

Domestic violence was also commonly present in the rearrest charges among all who were 

once in the program, whether graduates or those who left. Among graduates who were 

rearrested, 25 percent of the rearrests involved domestic violence. For those who were 

unsuccessful in the program and were rearrested, 28.6 percent of the rearrests were related to 

domestic violence. By comparison, those who were rejected from the program and were 

rearrested had domestic violence present only 8.6 percent of the time, despite being 

rearrested more often than graduates. 

                                                      
6 The comparison group is comprised of felons who were eligible but rejected from the program after screening. 
7 Calculations in this section include all rearrests occurring after discharge to or rejection from the program – 

excluding during-program offenses for participants and generally including offenders with a more recent arrest 
date. This is an important distinction from answers to the next question about postgraduation recidivism. 
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In the proposal to BJA, program staff had hoped that only 11 percent of graduates would be 

subsequently rearrested. In actuality, the recidivism rate for graduates is 13.8 percent, over 

half the recidivism rate of those who were unsuccessful. 

What percent of program graduates were drug and alcohol free 

one year after graduation? 

Our best approximation of remaining drug and alcohol free is based on whether graduates 

were subsequently rearrested on drug or alcohol related charges after graduation. Of course, 

graduates could use drugs or alcohol without getting arrested but an extended study to track 

such behavior is not currently feasible. 

Of the graduates who had at least one year in the community post-graduation, 90 percent 

were not rearrested on drug or alcohol related charges (that is, only 6 out of 60 graduates 

were rearrested on drug or alcohol related charges). This was much lower than those who 

dropped out of the program (81.6%) and the comparison group of eligible offenders 

(87.2%)8.  

Table 5. Recidivism Rates After One Year in Community  

 Graduated Unsuccessful Rejected 

Alcohol Charge 10% 13.2% 10.6% 
Drug Charge 3.3% 10.5% 7.9% 

Either 10% 18.4% 12.8% 
Sober 90% 81.6% 87.2% 

Indeed, when we spoke to program graduates, they were very adamant about their 

commitment to sobriety. During the course of the program, they made very significant 

lifestyle changes that supported sobriety and almost all of them believed they wouldn’t waver 

from their commitment. 

Sobriety Court staff established a target of 60 percent of graduates remaining drug and 

alcohol free. One year after graduation, we can say that 90 percent were not rearrested on 

drug or alcohol charges (although this is an approximation of actually being drug or alcohol 

free), exceeding the goal.  

Recommendations 
Adjust targets. Essentially, it appears as though the Sobriety Court program is a bit like a 

school of hard knocks. When offenders participate in the program, they are caught for 

consuming alcohol more often than staff had hoped and spend more time in jail than was 

desired. However, if and when they make it to graduation, they appear to be more successful 

in the relatively long-term than those who dropped out of the program and those who were 

eligible but not in the program. It is possible, then, that the ends justify the means. In other 

                                                      
8 Eligible offenders did not have a graduation date on which to base this calculation. To construct this group, we 

used the most recent arrest date listed for the last graduate before our cutoff date of at least one year 
postgraduation. We then selected all eligible offenders with arrest dates falling on or before the comparable 
graduate. 
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words, it may be worth falling short of targets related to in-program measures if doing so 

means that participants become committed to a life of sobriety.  

Our recommendation, then, is to reconsider the targets initially set for in-program measures, 

such as positive breathalyzer tests and average number of days in jail, if the outcomes remain 

consistent over a period of time. Another way to handle in-program measures would be to 

weigh each of the program evaluation measures according to importance, such that the 

program could be allowed to succeed based on its outcomes of reduced recidivism. Of 

course, the data included in this analysis involves graduates – therefore it speaks mostly to 

the time period prior to the implementation of BJA funding. Major decisions based on the 

program’s recidivism rate should wait until more participants move through the program and 

graduate while it operates with the improvements originally supported by BJA funding. 
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What is the cost per participant?  

Muskegon County Sobriety Court costs $6,430 per participant.  

Standard: Excellent 

The findings described in this section include cost of Sobriety Court per participant, a 

comparison of the cost of the Muskegon County Sobriety Court to other sobriety and drug 

court programs in the state of Michigan, and a comparison of the cost per participant of 

Sobriety Court and the “normal” court process in Muskegon.  

The cost of the Muskegon County Sobriety Court per participant is $6,4309 for the 18 

month program and $9,551 for the 18 month program plus the approximately 11 month 

probationary period. Table 6 details the breakdown of cost per participant by the three main 

organizational bodies comprising Sobriety Court. 

Table 6. Sobriety Court Cost Per Participant by Organization  

Organization Cost per Participant 

 18 Months 29 Months 

60th District Court $3,876 $5,758 

West Michigan Therapy $2,255 $3,349 

Muskegon County Jail $299 $444 

Total   $6,430 $9,551 
    

 

 

                                                      
9 The cost per graduate is $28,531. This is calculated by taking the 18 month cost of the program 
divided by the number of graduates in an 18 month period (32).  
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For budgeting and planning purposes, we offer program cost in 3 different periods:  1-year, 

18-month full Sobriety Court program, and 29-month Sobriety Court and probationary 

period, shown in Table 7.  

Estimates of program costs are based on what the program would cost when operating with 

a full staff, but this was rarely the case in practice. Should Sobriety Court run a complete year 

with a full staff, the cost per participant would decrease because a larger number of 

participants could be served. Cost per participant was determined using the total number of 

participants in a given time period, not just those who graduated.  

Table 7. Total Sobriety Court Cost: 1 Year, 18 Months, & 29 Months 

Organization 1 Year 18 Months 29 Months Percentage 

60th District Court $366,932 $550,398 $886,753 60% 

West Michigan Therapy $213,442 $320,163 $515,818 35% 

Muskegon County Jail $28,285 $42,428 $68,356 5% 

Total $608,659 $912,989 $1,470,927 100% 

 

How does the cost per participant of the Muskegon County 

Sobriety Court compare with other Michigan sobriety/drug 

courts? 

The cost per participant of the Muskegon County Sobriety Court is lower when compared to 

other Michigan sobriety/drug courts. According to the Michigan State Court Administrative 

Office, in fiscal year 2011 there were 22 operational sobriety courts in Michigan. Currently, 

the evaluation team has cost information from the drug courts in Barry and Kalamazoo 

County. The cost per month is shown in Table 8, to allow for comparison across programs 

with varying lengths.  

Table 8. Comparison of Cost per Participant10 and Cost Source Breakdown  

 Kalamazoo  Barry Muskegon 

County $3,132 (47%) $4,627 (60%) $3,876 (60%) 

Treatment $2,343 (35%) $1,881 (24%) $2,255 (35%) 

Jail $1,134 (17%) $1,244 (16%) $299 (5%) 

Total $6,609 $7,752 $6,430 

Total per Month11 $441 $430 $357 

Caution should be used when comparing programs, especially sobriety and drug courts 

because there may be differences between the population needs, structure, and duration of 

the services. For example, it is not entirely clear from the evaluation reports of the Barry and 

                                                      
10 All costs only factor in costs incurred during main program period and not the probationary period 
following graduation. 
11 The cost per participant is divided by the estimated length (i.e., number of months) of the program.   
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Kalamazoo County drug courts which organizations conduct drug testing, which may 

influence the distribution of costs across agencies. Although, the distribution of costs across 

organizations is relatively similar among the different courts (See Table 8). 

Additionally, there may be differences in the length and intensity of different programs. For 

example, the Kalamazoo County Adult Drug Treatment Court has a men’s and women’s 15 

month long program. The average cost for the Kalamazoo men’s program was $5,767 per 

participant and $7,450 for the women’s program12. Because women are more likely to have 

dependent children and have experienced sexual and domestic abuse, the program offers 

additional supportive services to women to help them productively manage these additional 

barriers to success. The Barry County Adult Drug Court’s 18 month long program has an 

average program cost per participant of $7,75213. Comparatively, the per participant cost for 

all three courts is very similar, especially when breaking down the cost by month.   

What are the cost savings of Sobriety Court for Muskegon 

County? 

Jail Bed Days. Per year it is estimated that Sobriety Court saves 3,615 jail bed days (i.e., 70 

beds per week or 10 beds per day). While the cost to run the jail is relatively fixed, the 

estimated resource savings from freeing up 3,615 jail bed days is approximately $146,387 per 

year.  

Compared with the “Normal” Court Process. As shown in Comparison 1, located in 

Figure 1, the cost to process one case through SC (i.e., for 29 months which includes the 

program period plus program related probationary period) is $9,551 and the cost to process 

the same Sobriety Court eligible case through the normal court process is $6,314. Thus, 

when not taking recidivism into consideration, the cost per participant for the normal court 

process is less than that for Sobriety Court; however, the cost per case in Sobriety Court 

($9,551) typically includes 18 months of treatment and intensive drug testing and 29 months 

of probation. The cost per case for the normal court process ($6,314) only includes the cost 

to process the case, most likely some drug testing, and approximately 27 months of 

probation.  

The Additional Cost of Sobriety Court to the County is a sub-cost of Total Sobriety Court 

Program Cost, and represents the costs that only exists when Sobriety Court exists or what 

the county pays above and beyond the normal legal process for Sobriety Court. The 

Additional Cost of Sobriety Court to the County is $5,067 per case, or $5,067 of the $9,551 

Total Sobriety Court Program Cost per case, which are costs that are above and beyond 

what the county normally pays to process the same offense14.   

                                                      
12 Marchand, G., Waller, M., & Carey, S. (2006). Kalamazoo County Adult Drug Treatment Court 

Outcome and Cost Evaluation: Final Report. Portland, OR:  NPC Research. 
13 Marchand, G., Waller, M., & Carey, S. (2006). Barry County Adult Drug Court Outcome and Cost 
Evaluation: Final Report. Portland, OR: NPC Research. 
14 Note that the difference between the Total Sobriety Court Program cost per case and Normal 
Court Process per case is $3,237. The Additional Cost of Sobriety Court to the County does not equal 



 

 27 

When factoring in the cost of substance abuse related recidivism15, as shown in Comparison 

2, located in Figure 1, the cost per participant for Sobriety Court ($10,597) remains higher 

than that for the normal court process ($9,013). Although, when factoring in the cost of 

recidivism for all criminal offenses, as shown in Comparison 3, the cost per participant for 

the normal court process ($13,394) exceeds that of Sobriety Court ($12,053). 

 

Figure 1. Cost Per Participant to Process Sobriety Court Eligible Charge 

The program’s cost per participant was rated as Excellent because Muskegon has a relatively 

similar cost breakdown to two other courts, a lower cost per participant for the program 

period (i.e., 18 months), and a lower cost per participant over the entire 29 month program 

and probationary period when factoring the cost of all criminal recidivism. 

                                                                                                                                                 
$3,237 but rather is $5,067 because Sobriety Court participants receive longer probation, intensive 
treatment, and other services.   

15 Recidivism (i.e., for both substance related and all criminal recidivism) is only factored for post 
program participation and thus, only factors in recidivism for a maximum of less than 5 years, 
depending on when the participants were discharged from the program.  
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Program Background 
Muskegon County’s Sobriety Court exists to help offenders gain access to rehabilitative 

services that support their pursuit of sobriety. It serves as an alternative to jail, with the belief 

that successful participants will not commit further alcohol-related infractions, thereby 

reducing jail costs for the county. The program consists of individual therapy, group therapy, 

AA meetings, case management meetings, court meetings, routine testing, and home visits 

from surveillance officers. This is followed regular probation.  

Potential participants are screened for program eligibility at several points. New arrests are 

reviewed daily by the Chief Case Manager. Those with alcohol-related offenses are 

investigated more fully. If the offender resides in Muskegon County and meets the other 

eligibility criteria, the name is sent to the Prosecuting Attorney’s office for review. The 

Prosecuting Attorney’s office meets with the offender to determine suitability in the 

program. The name is then sent back to the case managers with a determination. If suitable, 

the case managers then interview the potential offender to describe the program and 

mutually decide if the program would be a good fit for the offender. Should participants fail 

in the program, the original case is reopened and they are sentenced accordingly. 

The program began in late 2005, serving mainly misdemeanants. Muskegon County was 

awarded a grant from the Bureau of Justice Administration to expand its capacity to include 

felons in the program as well. Felons must first spend the mandatory minimum number of 

days in jail for their offense – 30 days. Originally, the agreement with the Prosecuting 

Attorney was that, after program completion the sentence would be reduced from a 3rd 

offense to a 2nd offense, thereby allowing offenders to avoid a longer sentence. However, 

despite these agreements, few sentences were reduced. The program functionality changed 

such that it no longer offers sentence reduction. Funds from the BJA grant have been used 

to support the establishment of two surveillance officers, who visit participants at their 

homes, conduct checks for alcohol, and administer breathalyzer tests. The funds also 

supported the extension of other services, such as additional case management, therapy, and 

court supervision. 

Evaluation Background 
The evaluation was designed to answer key questions about program performance, partly 

driven by funder expectations and partly driven by program personnel’s desire to improve. 

To collect the necessary information, we used several data collection methods, all approved 

by the Western Michigan University Human Subjects Institutional Review Board.  

Interviews. Interviews were conducted with 35 program participants, including both those 

who graduated from Sobriety Court and those who left the program voluntarily or 

involuntarily. Interviews lasted roughly 45 minutes and took place at a restaurant location of 

the interviewee’s choosing. Interviewees were given a $20 gift card as an expression of our 

gratitude. Analysis of interviews was conducted using a qualitative data analysis software 

program, MAXQDA. Interrater reliability ranged from 58-69 percent. We also interviewed 

court, jail, program and therapy employees by phone at two points in the evaluation. 
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Database. Data on participant demographics and program activity were captured through 

the Drug Court Case Management Information System. We downloaded information on the 

population periodically throughout the evaluation to pilot analysis and provide interim 

findings to program staff. Data were checked routinely for errors in coding and internal 

inconsistencies. Analysis results are listed below. 

Table 9. Participant Totals Before and After BJA 

 
Before BJA 

Freq 
Before 

After 
BJA 

Freq 
After 

Totals 
 

Graduated 68 30.8% 28 10.8% 96 20% 

Current 2 0.9% 69 26.6% 71 15% 

Unsuccessful 38 17.2% 13 5.0% 51 11% 

Rejected 111 50.2% 148 57.1% 259 54% 

 
219 46% 258 54% 477 

 
 

Table 10. Misdemeanant and Felon Counts Before and After BJA 

  
Before 
BJA 

Freq 
Before 

After 
BJA 

Freq 
After 

Totals 

Misdemeanant 
     

 
Grad 65 37.1% 18 11.8% 83 

 
Current 0 0.0% 47 30.7% 47 

 
Unsuccessful 38 21.7% 12 7.8% 50 

 
Rejected 72 41.1% 76 49.7% 148 

Felon 175 37% 153 32% 
 

 
Grad 3 6.8% 10 9.5% 13 

 
Current 2 4.6% 22 21.0% 24 

 
Unsuccessful 0 0.0% 1 1.0% 1 

 
Rejected 39 88.6% 72 68.6% 111 

  
44 9% 105 22% 477 

 

Table 11. Eligible Offenders’ Characteristics 

 
Participants Nonparticipants chi sq p 

No military service 88.1% 87.8% 1.39 0.71 

Independent Living 66.9% 83.0% 4.67 0.1** 

Single 65.9% 77.2% 10.37 0.04* 

No mental health 85.9% 81.0% 0.88 0.35 

No prior substance abuse treatment 40.7% 51.3% 2.59 0.11 

Caucasian 89.1% 83.8% 11.04 0.05* 

Male 74.2% 79.5% 1.92 0.17 

     

 
Graduate Dropped Out chi sq p 

No military service 86.8% 88.9% 5.04 0.17 

Independent Living 69.4% 72.5% 0.62 0.74 
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Single 63.5% 74.0% 3.1 0.54 

No mental health 86.5% 74.5% 3.27 0.07** 

No prior substance abuse treatment 42.7% 45.1% 0.08 0.78 

Caucasian 92.7% 82.4% 7.16 0.07** 

Male 77.1% 70.6% 0.75 0.39 

     

 
Participants Nonparticipants t p 

Monthly income $2,273 $1,465 -1.46 0.15 

# dependent children 0.8 1.5 2.78 0.01* 

Previous misdemeanors 2.6 3.5 4.25 0.00* 

Previous felonies 0.1 1.0 6.82 0.00* 

Age Started Alcohol 16.6 16.9 0.58 0.56 

     

 
Graduate Dropout t p 

Monthly income $1,966 $2,980 -0.8 0.43 

# dependent children 0.9 0.8 0.52 0.61 

Previous misdemeanors 2.2 3.5 -2.73 0.01* 

Previous felonies 0.2 0.1 1.42 0.16 

Age Started Alcohol 17.1 16.3 0.65 0.14 

* p is significant at <.05   

** p is approaching significance at <.10 

Table 12. Graduation 

Graduation Rates 
     

 
Before BJA After BJA 

    
Misdemeanants 63% 60% 62% 

   
Felons 100% 91% 93% 

   

 
64% 68% 65% 

   

       

 
Graduate Unsuccessful Rejected Current chi sq p 

Gender 
    

5.59 0.232 

Female 22.9% 29.4% 20.5% 25.4% 
  

Male 77.1% 70.6% 79.5% 74.6% 
  

Race 
    

33.62 0.029* 

Caucasian 92.7% 82.4% 83.8% 88.7% 
  

African 
American 

4.2% 11.8% 8.9% 8.5% 
  

Hispanic/Latino 3.1% 2.0% 6.2% 1.4% 
  

Native American 0.0% 0.0% 1.2% 0.0% 
  

Multiracial 0.0% 3.9% 0.0% 0.0% 
  

* p is significant at <.05   

Table 13. Sanction, Incentives, Days in Jail, and Positive Breathalyzer Screens 

 
Grads Unsuccessful Current 
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More than 1 
Sanction 

54.2% 72.5% 53.5% 

F (4,222)=3.260; p= .013* 
 

Before BJA 1.2 per participant (1.4) 2 (1.7) 
 

After BJA 1.0 (1.4) 1.9 (1.8) 
 

t .73; p=.468 .09; p=.928 
 

    
Average # of 

Incentives 
4.9 (2.1) 1.8 (1.8) 3.1 (2.5) 

F (4,222)=19.388; p=.000* 
 

Before BJA 4.2 (1.9) 1.7 (1.6) 
 

After BJA 6.5 (1.8) 1.9 (2.2) 
 

t -5.7; p=.000* -.24; p=.813 
 

    
Average # Days 

in Program 
510.2 223.8 

 

F (4,475)=6.74; p=.000* 
 

Before BJA 511.8 242.1 
 

After BJA 506.2 170.2 
 

t .16; p=.88 1.13; p=.265 
 

    

% with Positive 
Breathalyzer 

Screen 
27.1% 71.6% 15.7% 

F (4,221)=16.406; p=.000* 
 

Before BJA .51 per participant (.97) 1.6 (1.4) 
 

After BJA .14 (.36) 1.6 (1.4) 
 

t 2.7; p=.007* -.08; p=.937 
 

    

Average # Days 
in Jail 

1.4 9.7  

F (4,475)=12.3; p=.000*   

Before BJA 1.3 5.9  

After BJA 1.4 21.0  

t -0.02; p=.98 -1.48; p=.16  

* p is significant at <.05   

Finally, in order to determine recidivism, we obtained permission to use Michigan’s ICHAT 

database. ICHAT consolidates arrests, charges, and judicial decisions on each offending 

incident throughout the state. We looked up each graduate and participant who left Sobriety 

Court. We also took a random sample of eligible but rejected participants (n=157, 5% 

confidence interval, 95% confidence level). To determine recidivism, we counted rearrests 

that occurred after the review or discharge date associated with each person. Because judicial 

decisions often differed from arresting charge, we determined whether alcohol or drugs were 
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involved in the incident based on the judicial notes rather than the arrest details. Results are 

below. 

Table 14. Recidivism 

 
Graduate Unsuccessful Rejected chi sq p 

Any Recidivism 
   

5.76 .056 

# Individuals 13 14 35  
 

Percentage 13.8 29.2 24.8   

Substance Related Recidivism  3.05 .218 

# Individuals 6 7 18   

Percentage 6.5 14.6 12.8   

Alcohol Related Recidivism   1.273 .529 

# Individuals 6 5 15   

Percentage 6.5 10.4 10.6   

Drug Related Recidivism   3.701 .157 

# Individuals 2 4 11   

Percentage 2.2 8.3 7.8   

* p is significant at <.05   

Table 15. Recidivism with at Least One Year in Community Post Program 

 
Graduate Unsuccessful Rejected chi sq p 

Any Recidivism 
   

3.130 .209 

# Individuals 13 14 35  
 

Percentage 21.3 36.8 24.8   

Substance Related Recidivism  1.474 .478 

# Individuals 6 7 18   

Percentage 10 18.4 12.8   

Alcohol Related Recidivism   .260 .878 

# Individuals 6 5 15   

Percentage 10 13.2 10.6   

Drug Related Recidivism   2.076 .354 

# Individuals 2 4 11   

Percentage 3.3 10.5 7.9   

* p is significant at <.05   

Document analysis. The cost approach used for this analysis focused on all cost associated 

with individual’s interactions/use of resources and costs incurred within the legal system and 

collaborating agencies related to SC eligible offenses (e.g., 60th District Court, 14th Judicial 

Circuit Court, Muskegon County Jail, WMT, etc.).  

Costs incurred by participants are not factored into the calculation but their presence should 

be noted. For example, it costs participants money to take public transportation, a cab, or to 

use the time and resources of friends and family to get to Sobriety Court related 

appointments. Similarly, participants may need to pay for childcare or use the time of friends 

and family to take care of their children while attending Sobriety Court related appointments. 
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Participants may also incur costs such as loss of work time, in that they may not be able to 

work as many hours due to the rigorous and demanding program schedule. At the same 

time, there are also benefits to participants and their friends and family that are not 

considered, such as the value of having a sober family member, decreased number of future 

drunk driving offenses, and less time spent in jail. Participant costs, which are sometimes 

included in this type of analysis, would significantly alter the estimated costs provided in this 

report. 

Measures: Types of Costs. Three types of costs were included in this cost analysis, as 

outlined in Figure 2, and include: 1) Total Sobriety Court Program Cost, 2) Additional Cost 

of Sobriety Court to County, and 3) “Normal” Legal Process or “Business-as-usual.” 

Information to estimate these costs was obtained for all known costs associated with 

Sobriety Court from the 60th District Court, Muskegon County Prosecutor’s Office, 

Muskegon County Public Defender, 14th Judicial Circuit Court, West Michigan Therapy, 

and Muskegon County Jail. Where possible, information on actual expenditures was 

obtained, although budgeted estimates are also included in the analysis. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Cost that Comprise Total Sobriety Court Program Cost 

1) Total Sobriety Court Program Cost. The Total Sobriety Court Program Cost includes 

all costs to run the Sobriety Court program and consists of two sub-costs: Fixed Costs 

of Sobriety Court (i.e., costs related to Sobriety Court that would exist in the absence of 

Sobriety Court such as the cost of jail) and Additional Cost of Sobriety Court to the 

County.   

The Total Sobriety Court Program Cost is the type of cost most frequently used in cost 

analyses and thus is helpful to determine if the Total Sobriety Court Program Cost is 

comparable with similar programs. The Total Sobriety Court Program Cost primarily 

conveys information that helps to estimate how much of the county’s resources are 

being used for the program and how much another community would have to pay to 

replicate the program. There are limitations to using the Total Sobriety Court Program 

Cost; for example, it does not represent the increased amount the county pays when the 

Sobriety Court program is in existence. 
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2) Additional Cost of Sobriety Court to the County. The Additional Cost of Sobriety 

Court to the County is a sub-cost of the Total Sobriety Court Program Cost shown in 

Figure 2, and includes the additional costs the County pays when SC is in existence or 

what the County pays above and beyond the cost of the normal legal process.  

Figure 3 displays the cost sources shared by the Total Sobriety Court Program Cost and 

the Additional Cost of Sobriety Court to the County, which includes the cost of: 1) DC 

and DC Probation, 2) Jail, and 3) WMT.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Cost Sources Shared by Total Sobriety Court Program Cost and Additional Cost of 

Sobriety Court to County   

3) “Normal” Legal Process or “Business-as-usual.” The cost of the normal legal process 

or business-as-usual is the cost of sending an individual with a Sobriety Court-eligible 

charge16 through the traditional legal process (i.e., the legal process individuals with 

Sobriety Court eligible charges went through before Sobriety Court). For example, the 

cost of the normal legal process may include the cost of jail, Circuit Court (CC) and CC 

probation, and/or DC and DC probation. 

Analysis. Estimated costs within this analysis need to be analyzed in terms of opportunity 

costs or opportunity resources17; these labels represent costs or resources that are freed up 

and can be used for other purposes as opposed to “traditional savings” or funds not spent, 

from which a positive balance could be observed within the County’s accounts. It is 

appropriate to look at costs within this analysis in terms of opportunity cost or resources for 

two reasons: 1) there is a larger demand for criminal justice services than there is supply and 

2) the cost of the criminal justice system is somewhat fixed. There is a larger demand for 

services provided by the criminal justice system than can be supplied by federal, state, and 

local authorities, in that not every individual who commits a crime is caught and/or serves a 

full sentence. Costs within the criminal justice system are somewhat fixed. For example, 

while Sobriety Court frees up over 3,500 jail bed days per year, it is likely those beds will be 

filled, not with Sobriety Court participants, but rather by individuals who would have been 

released from jail early due to overcrowding. So in this example, Sobriety Court helped to 

free up resources that could be used for other purposes and/or to meet other “demands” 

for the criminal justice system within the community.   

                                                      
16 The Sobriety Court eligible charge is the charge individuals commit before they are invited to 
participate in Sobriety Court; typically, this is a 2nd or 3rd Operating While Impaired charge. 
17 Marchand, G., Waller, M., & Carey, S. (2006). Kalamazoo County Adult Drug Treatment Court 
Outcome and Cost Evaluation: Final Report. Portland, OR:  NPC Research. 
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We also gathered data on education, employment and housing from existing documents. 

Case managers completed written action plans with participants on a regular basis, 

identifying quality of life barriers and outlining next steps to overcome them and these 

became part of our analysis. While data related to these measures is also available on 

DCCMIS, we felt the action plans were more accurate because they were so frequently 

monitored. Results are listed below. 

 

Table 16. Quality of Life Analysis 

 
Graduate Dropout Current chi sq p 

Needs Ed 16.7% 75.0% 8.3% 1.08 0.58 

Needs Empt 49.0% 34.7% 16.3% 5.56 0.06* 

Got Ed 100.0% 0.0% 
   

Got Empt 24.5% 0.0% 
   

* p is significant at <.05  

Limitations 
The evaluation efforts faced a few limitations that restrict our ability to draw conclusions as 

concretely as we’d like. One limitation we faced in conducting participant interviews was 

getting unsuccessful participants to respond to our invitation to be interviewed. We presume 

that they left the program on somewhat uncomfortable terms and were not keen on 

interacting with anyone related to the program any further. We were clear that the interview 

would take place off-site, at a restaurant of their choosing, and with a $20 gift card to that 

restaurant. We were able to complete interviews with 6 unsuccessful participants, roughly 

one-quarter of all those we interviewed. 

We were also faced with some limitations imposed by inconsistent data collection due to 

staff turnover. This was mainly an issue when the evaluation was just beginning. The staff 

has stabilized now and group cohesion is pretty high. However, the data entry in DCCMIS 

was somewhat lacking and when we had questions about data points that we didn’t 

understand, current staff were often unable to provide clarity, as it was usually something 

entered by a former staff member. 

Our calculations of recidivism are also somewhat limited, in that the ICHAT system is run 

by the State of Michigan and thus is restricted to those offenses occurring in-state. Sobriety 

Court participants or eligible but rejected offenders could have had subsequent rearrests 

outside of Michigan that would not be captured in this analysis. 

Instrumentation 

Sobriety Court Staff Final Interview Questions  

1. The grant was used to hire additional case managers and a parole agent, which 

essentially became the surveillance officers. How have you seen those roles impact 

the effectiveness of Sobriety Court? 
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2. What other changes to Sobriety Court have you seen in the past 2 years, positive or 

negative? 

a. What about the increased number of felons? 

b. What about the background demographics of participants? 

c. SC says it’ll improve housing, education, and employment for participants. 

What do you do in that regard? Can you estimate the % who need such 

help? 

d. Participants frequently complained about the restrictions on transportation 

making it difficult to meet their SC commitments. How do you help here? 

(Get specifics about where and when support is given.) 

3. What suggestions do you have to improve Sobriety Court? 

a. Especially considering the planned removal of the surveillance officers? 

Sobriety Court Participant Interview Questions 

1. Why did you choose to join? 

2. What type of treatment did you receive and where? (e.g., outpatient, inpatient, etc.) 

a. What was treatment like?  

b. Did you use any mainstream resources, outside of WMT? 

3. What costs were associated with being a part of SC? (court and treatment) 

a. Did you pay them all off?  

4. What obstacles were there to participating?  

a. To paying off your fees? 

5. When did you graduate?  

6. Why were you so successful in the program? 

7. What would have to change to make it so you could be successful in the program? 

Now I have some before and after questions: 

8. What was your highest level of ed before you started SC? We have this information 

but we can ask those that did change if SC had anything to do with it.  

a. Did it increase during SC? If so, was SC a part of that increase? 

b. What level is it at now? 

9. What was your employment like before you started SC? (what job, what FTE, for 

how long?) We also have this information but we can ask those that did change if 

SC had anything to do with it. 

a. Did it increase during SC? If so, was SC a part of that increase? 

b. What level is it at now? 

10. What was your housing like before you started SC? (e.g. could you financially 

support yourself on your own?) or something more specific? Did you have a 

residence you stayed at for more than a few weeks at a time? (to get at 

homelessness)? 

a. Did it improve during SC? If so, was SC a part of that improvement? 

b. What level is it at now? 

11. What other lifestyle changes took place? 
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12. Has it been challenging to be doing well in terms of substances since leaving 

sobriety court? 

13. Were you rearrested after graduation?  

14. What other changes should take place so more people can be successful in SC? 

 

For nongraduates only: 

1. Why did you leave the program? 

2. What would have to change to have made you stay in the program? 


