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GUIDANCE TO THE COMPARATOR GROUPS USED IN THE PRISON RATING SYSTEM

Comparator Groups 2009/10 – 2011/12 (three years)
Groups were based on distinct factors, principally around their main function, location, accommodation type and population mix. Data was drawn from management information systems, consultation with operational and policy colleagues and additional information held on prisons.
The variables were based on factors that prisons are less able to influence, independent of any variations in performance. For example, the rate of assaults is not a suitable variable as this is dependent of the performance of the prison in question.
Virtual comparator groups were introduced for prisons with two or more distinct functions. This involved aggregating targets and performance data for a range of prisons comprising the various functions of the prison in question. Examples of this can be seen with Sheppey and Isle of Wight.

Comparator Groups 2012/13
A review of comparator groups was carried out for 2012/13. The aim of the review was to introduce a consistent methodology across the different groups.

Groups were based on broadly similar variables to those used previously but a key difference was that individual groups were based on a wider range of variables as opposed to the narrow range previously in existence for some groups. Individual groups were based on the statistical distance between prisons based on a series of variables. These were:

· Gender

· Prison main function

· Average population

· Budget

· Average prisoner age

· Annual churn

· Proportion of prisoners of each category

· Proportion of prisoners in each sentence length band

A further key difference was that groups became dynamic as opposed to fixed. This means that each prison now had its own individual group, based on its statistical relationship with other prisons, rather than being part of a fixed group. This placed individual prisons at the centre of their group rather than potentially at the edge and addressed the situation where some prisons may have found themselves as an outlier in their group.

The variables selected went through a process of consultation with operational and policy colleagues and were checked for statistical significance against the relevant measures in the Prison Rating System and against the violence management metric and re-offending rates. This highlighted statistical significance in some areas and the final set of variables was a balance between what analysis shows to be significant and what operational and policy colleagues advised to be important based on experience.

A model was been developed to generate groups using the methodology above. For each prison, the model calculated the statistical proximity of every other prison based on the variables. The results were then ranked from closest to most distant. The closest prisons were be used as the comparators for that prison. The nature of this methodology is that Prison A may find it is comparable with Prison B but that the comparison does not work the other way round. This is because Prison A’s closest comparator prisons will be statistically more distant, whereas Prison B will have a set of comparators that are statistically closer.
The virtual comparator process continued, as a number of prisons could not be represented by a single comparator.
