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Billions of dollars have been spent on crime prevention and control
programs over the past decade. However scientifically strong im-
pact evaluations of these programs, while improving, are still un-

common in the context of the overall number of programs that have re-
ceived funding. The report of the Committee on Improving Evaluation of
Anti-Crime Programs is designed as a guide for agencies and organiza-
tions responsible for program evaluation, for researchers who must de-
sign scientifically credible evaluations of government and privately spon-
sored programs, and for policy officials who are investing more and more
in the concept of evidence-based policy to guide their decisions in crucial
areas of crime prevention and control.

The committee could not have completed its work without the help of
numerous individuals who participated in the workshop that led to this
report. We are especially grateful to the presenters: John Baron, The Coun-
cil for Excellence in Government; Richard Berk, University of California,
Los Angeles; Anthony Braga, Harvard University; Patricia Chamberlain,
Oregon Social Learning Center; Adele Harrell, the Urban Institute; Steven
Levitt, University of Chicago; Robert Moffitt, Johns Hopkins University;
Lawrence Sherman, University of Pennsylvania; Petra Todd, University
of Pennsylvania; Alex Wagenaar, University of Minnesota; and Edward
Zigler, Yale University. The committee thanks Sarah Hart, the director of
the National Institute of Justice, for her ongoing encouragement and in-
terest in our work, Patrick Clark, our program officer, and Betty Chemers,
the director of the Evaluation Division, who both provided invaluable
guidance as we developed the workshop themes. The committee also

Preface
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viii PREFACE

thanks all of those who gave of their time and intellectual talents to enrich
this report through their participation in the workshop discussion of the
papers. We have included biographical sketches of committee members
and staff as Appendix A and also a complete list of workshop participants
as Appendix B of this report.

This report has been reviewed in draft form by individuals chosen for
their diverse perspectives and technical expertise, in accordance with pro-
cedures approved by the National Research Council’s Report Review
Committee. The purpose of this independent review is to provide candid
and critical comments that will assist the institution in making its pub-
lished report as sound as possible and to ensure that the report meets
institutional standards for objectivity, evidence, and responsiveness to the
study charge. The review comments and draft manuscript remain confi-
dential to protect the integrity of the deliberative process. We wish to
thank the following individuals for their review of this report: Philip J.
Cook, Department of Public Policy, Duke University; Brian R. Flay, Insti-
tute for Health Research and Policy, University of Illinois at Chicago;
Rebecca A. Maynard, Graduate School of Education, University of Penn-
sylvania; Therese D. Pigott, Research Methodology, School of Education,
Loyola University, Chicago; Patrick H. Tolan, Institute for Juvenile Re-
search and Department of Psychiatry, University of Illinois at Chicago;
and Jack L. Vevea, Department of Psychology, University of California,
Santa Cruz.

Although the reviewers listed above have provided many construc-
tive comments and suggestions, they were not asked to endorse the con-
clusions or recommendations nor did they see the final draft of the report
before its release. The review of this report was overseen by Brian Junker,
Department of Statistics, Carnegie Mellon University. Appointed by the
National Research Council, he was responsible for making certain that an
independent examination of this report was carried out in accordance with
institutional procedures and that all review comments were carefully con-
sidered. Responsibility for the final content of this report rests entirely
with the authoring committee and the institution.

Mark W. Lipsey, Chair
Committee on Improving
Evaluation of Anti-Crime Programs
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1

Effective guidance of criminal justice policy and practice requires
evidence about their effects on the populations and conditions they
are intended to influence. The role of evaluation research is to pro-

vide that evidence and to do so in a manner that is accessible and infor-
mative to policy makers. Recent criticisms of evaluation research in crimi-
nal justice indicate a need for greater attention to the quality of evaluation
design and the implementation of evaluation plans.

In the context of concerns about evaluation methods and quality, the
National Institute of Justice asked the Committee on Law and Justice of
the National Research Council to conduct a workshop on improving the
evaluation of criminal justice programs and to follow up with a report
that extracts guidance for effective evaluation practices from those
proceedings.

The workshop participants presented and discussed examples of
evaluation-related studies that represent the methods and challenges as-
sociated with research at three levels: interventions directed toward indi-
viduals; interventions in neighborhoods, schools, prisons, or communi-
ties; and interventions at a broad policy level.

This report highlights major considerations in developing and imple-
menting evaluation plans for criminal justice programs. It is organized
around a series of questions that require thoughtful analysis in the devel-
opment of any evaluation plan.

Executive Summary
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2 IMPROVING EVALUATION OF ANTICRIME PROGRAMS

WHAT QUESTIONS SHOULD THE EVALUATION ADDRESS?

Program evaluation is often taken to mean impact evaluation—as-
sessing the effects of the program on its intended outcomes. However, the
concepts and methods of evaluation research include evaluation of other
aspects of a program such as the need for the program, its design, imple-
mentation, and cost-effectiveness. Questions about program effects are
not necessarily the evaluation questions most appropriate to address for
all programs, although they are usually the ones with the greatest gener-
ality and potential practical significance.

Moreover, evaluations of criminal justice programs may have no
practical, policy, or theoretical significance if the program is not suffi-
ciently well developed for the results to have generality or if there is
no audience likely to be interested in the results. Allocating limited
evaluation resources productively requires careful assignment of pri-
orities to the programs to be evaluated and the questions to be asked
about their performance.

• Agencies that sponsor and fund evaluations of criminal justice pro-
grams should assess and assign priorities to the evaluation opportunities
within their scope. Resources should be directed mainly toward evalua-
tions with the greatest potential for practical and policy significance from
expected evaluation results and for which the program circumstances are
amenable to productive research.

• For such public agencies as the National Institute of Justice, that
process should involve input from practitioners, policy makers, and re-
searchers about the practical significance of the knowledge likely to be
generated and the appropriate priorities to apply.

WHEN IS IT APPROPRIATE TO CONDUCT
AN IMPACT EVALUATION?

A sponsoring agency cannot launch an impact evaluation with rea-
sonable prospects for success unless the specific program to be evaluated
has been identified; background information has been gathered that indi-
cates that evaluation is feasible; and considerations that describe the key
issues for shaping the design of the evaluation are identified.

• The requisite background work may be done by an evaluator pro-
posing an evaluation prior to submitting the proposal. To stimulate and
capitalize on such situations, sponsoring agencies should consider devot-
ing some portion of the funding available for evaluation to support (a)
researchers proposing early stages of evaluation that address issues of
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priority, feasibility, and evaluability and (b) opportunistic funding of im-
pact evaluations proposed by researchers who find themselves in those
fortuitous circumstances that allow a strong evaluation to be conducted
of a significant criminal justice program.

• Alternatively, the requisite background work may be instigated by
the sponsoring agency for programs judged to be of high priority for im-
pact evaluation. To accomplish this, agencies should undertake feasibility
or design studies that will assess whether an impact evaluation is likely to
be successful for a program of interest.

• The preconditions for successful impact evaluation are most easily
attained when they are built into a program from the start. Agencies that
sponsor program initiatives should consider which new programs may
be significant candidates for impact evaluation. The program initiative
should then be configured to require or encourage as much as possible
the inclusion of the well-defined program structures, record-keeping and
data collection, documentation of program activities, and other such com-
ponents supportive of an eventual impact evaluation.

HOW SHOULD AN IMPACT EVALUATION BE DESIGNED?

Evaluation design involves many practical and technical consider-
ations related to sampling and the generalizability of results, statistical
power, measurement, methods for estimating program effects, and infor-
mation that helps explain effects. There are no simple answers to the ques-
tion of which designs best fit which evaluation situations and all choices
inevitably involve tradeoffs between what is desirable and what is practi-
cal and between the relative strengths and weaknesses of different meth-
ods. Nonetheless, some general guidelines can be applied when consider-
ing the approach to be used for a particular impact evaluation.

• A well-developed and clearly-stated Request for Proposals (RFP)
is the first step in guarding against implementation failure. When request-
ing an impact evaluation for a program of interest, the sponsoring agency
should specify as completely as possible the evaluation questions to be
answered, the program sites expected to participate, the relevant out-
comes, and the preferred methods to be used. Agencies should devote
sufficient resources during the RFP-development stage, including sup-
port for site visits, evaluability assessments, pilot studies, pipeline analy-
ses, and other such preliminary investigations necessary to ensure the
development of strong guidance to the field in RFPs.

• Development of the specifications for an impact evaluation (e.g.,
an RFP) and the review of proposals for conducting the evaluation should
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4 IMPROVING EVALUATION OF ANTICRIME PROGRAMS

involve expert panels of evaluators with diverse methodological back-
grounds and sufficient opportunity for them to explore and discuss the
trade-offs and potential associated with different approaches.

• In order to strengthen the quality of application reviews, a two-
stage review is recommended: the policy relevance of the programs un-
der consideration for evaluation should be first judged by knowledge-
able policy makers, practitioners, and researchers. Proposals that pass
this screen should then receive a scientific review from a panel of well-
qualified researchers, focusing solely on the scientific merit and likeli-
hood of successful implementation of the proposed research.

• Given the state of criminal justice knowledge, randomized experi-
mental designs should be favored in situations where it is likely that they
can be implemented with integrity and will yield useful results. This is
particularly the case where the intervention is applied to units for which
assignment to different conditions is feasible, e.g., individual persons or
clusters of moderate scope such as schools or centers.

• Before an impact evaluation design is implemented, the assump-
tions on which the validity of its results depends should be made explicit,
the data and analyses required to support credible conclusions about pro-
gram effects should be identified, and the availability or feasibility of ob-
taining the required data should be demonstrated.

HOW SHOULD THE EVALUATION BE IMPLEMENTED?

High-quality evaluation is most likely to occur when (a) the design is
tailored to the respective program circumstances in ways that facilitate
adequate implementation, (b) the program being evaluated understands,
agrees to, and fulfills its role in the evaluation, and (c) problems that arise
during implementation are anticipated as much as possible and dealt with
promptly and effectively.

• Plans and commitments for impact evaluation should be built
into the design of programs during their developmental phase whenever
possible.

A detailed management plan should be developed for implementa-
tion of an impact evaluation that specifies the key events and activities
and associated timeline for both the evaluation team and the program.

• Knowledgeable staff of the sponsoring agency should monitor the
implementation of the evaluation.

• Especially for larger projects, implementation and problem solving
may be facilitated by support of the evaluation team through such activi-
ties as meetings or cluster conferences of evaluators with similar projects
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for the purpose of cross-project sharing or consultation with advisory
groups of veteran researchers.

WHAT ORGANIZATIONAL INFRASTRUCTURE AND
PROCEDURES SUPPORT HIGH-QUALITY EVALUATION?

The research methods for conducting an impact evaluation, the data
resources needed to adequately support it, and the integration and syn-
thesis of results for policy makers and researchers are all areas in which
the basic tools need further development to advance high-quality evalua-
tion of criminal justice programs. Agencies with a major investment in
evaluation, such as the National Institute of Justice, should devote a por-
tion of available funds to methodological development in areas such as
the following:

• Research aimed at adapting and improving impact evaluation
designs for criminal justice applications; for example, development and
validation of effective uses of alternative designs such as regression-
discontinuity, selection bias models for nonrandomized comparisons, and
techniques for modeling program effects with observational data.

• Development and improvement of new and existing databases in
ways that would better support impact evaluation of criminal justice pro-
grams. Measurement studies that would expand the repertoire of relevant
outcome variables and knowledge about their characteristics and relation-
ships for purposes of impact evaluation (e.g., self-report delinquency and
criminality; official records of arrests, convictions, and the like; measures
of critical mediators).

• Synthesis and integration of the findings of impact evaluations in
ways that would inform practitioners and policy makers about the effec-
tiveness of different types of criminal justice programs and the character-
istics of the most effective programs of each type and that would inform
researchers about gaps in the research and the influence of methodologi-
cal variation on evaluation results.

To support high-quality impact evaluation, the sponsoring agency
must itself incorporate and maintain sufficient expertise to set effective
and feasible evaluation priorities, manage the background preparation
necessary to develop the specifications for evaluation projects, monitor
implementation, and work well with expert advisory boards and review
panels.

• Agencies that sponsor a significant portfolio of evaluation research
in criminal justice, such as the National Institute of Justice, should main-
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tain a separate evaluation unit with clear responsibility for developing
and completing high-quality evaluation projects. To be effective, such a
unit will generally need a dedicated budget, some authority over evalua-
tion research budgets and projects, and independence from undue pro-
gram and political influence on the nature and implementation of the
evaluation projects undertaken.

• The agency personnel responsible for developing and overseeing
impact evaluation projects should include individuals with relevant re-
search backgrounds who are assigned to evaluation functions and main-
tained in those positions in ways that ensure continuity of experience with
the challenges of criminal justice evaluation, methodological develop-
ments, and the community of researchers available to conduct quality
evaluations.

• The unit and personnel responsible for developing and completing
evaluation projects should be supported by review and advisory panels
that provide expert consultation in developing RFPs, reviewing evalua-
tion proposals and plans, monitoring the implementation of evaluation
studies, and other such functions that must be performed well in order to
facilitate high-quality evaluation research.
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1

Introduction

This is an especially opportune time to consider current practices
and future prospects for the evaluation of criminal justice pro-
grams. In recent years there have been increased calls from policy

makers for “evidence-based practice” in health and human services that
have extended to criminal justice as, for example, in the joint initiative of
the Office of Justice Programs and the Coalition for Evidence-Based Policy
on evidence-based crime and substance-abuse policy.1  This trend has been
accompanied by various organized attempts to use the findings of evalu-
ation research to determine “what works” in criminal justice. The Mary-
land Report (Sherman et al., 1997) responded to a request by Congress to
review existing research and identify effective programs and practices.
The Crime and Justice Group of the Campbell Collaboration has embarked
on an ambitious effort to develop systematic reviews of research on the
effectiveness of crime and justice programs. The OJJDP Blueprints for Vio-
lence Prevention project identifies programs whose effectiveness is dem-
onstrated by evaluation research and other lists of programs alleged to be
effective on the basis of research have proliferated (e.g., the National Reg-
istry of Effective Programs sponsored by the Substance Abuse and Mental
Health Services Administration). In addition, the National Research

1Available:  http://www. excelgov.org/displayContent.asp?Keyword=prppcPrevent.
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Council’s (NRC) Committee on Law and Justice has been commissioned
to prepare reports assessing research evidence on such topics as the effec-
tiveness of policing policies (NRC, 2004), firearms policies (NRC, 2005),
illicit drug policies (NRC, 2001), and the prevention, treatment, and con-
trol of juvenile crime (NRC and Institute of Medicine, 2001).

These developments reflect recognition that effective guidance of
criminal justice policy and practice requires evidence about the effects of
those policies and practices on the populations and conditions they are
intended to influence. For example, knowledge of the ability of various
programs to reduce crime or protect potential victims allows resources to
be allocated in ways that support effective programs and efficiently pro-
mote these outcomes. The role of evaluation research is to provide evi-
dence about these kinds of program effects and to do so in a manner that
is accessible and informative to policy makers. Fulfilling that function, in
turn, requires that evaluation research be designed and implemented in a
manner that provides valid and useful results of sufficient quality to be
relied upon by policy makers.

In this context especially, significant methodological shortcomings
would seriously compromise the value of evaluation research. And, it is
methodological issues that are at the heart of what has arguably been the
most influential stimulus for attention to the current state of evaluation
research in criminal justice. A series of reports2 by the U.S. General Ac-
counting Office has been sharply critical of the evaluation studies con-
ducted under the auspices of the Department of Justice. Because several
offices within the Department of Justice are major funders of evaluation
research on criminal justice programs, especially the larger and more in-
fluential evaluation projects, this is a matter of concern not only to the
Department of Justice, but to others who conduct and sponsor criminal
justice evaluation research.

CRITICISMS OF METHOD

The GAO reports focus on impact evaluation, that is, assessment of
the effects of programs on the populations or conditions they are intended

2Juvenile Justice: OJJDP Reporting Requirements for Discretionary and Formula Grantees and
Concerns About Evaluation Studies (GAO, 2001). Drug Courts: Better DOJ Data Collection and
Evaluation Efforts Needed to Measure Impact of Drug Court Programs (GAO, 2002a). Justice Im-
pact Evaluations: One Byrne Evaluation Was Rigorous; All Reviewed Violence Against Women
Office Evaluations Were Problematic (GAO, 2002b). Violence Against Women Office: Problems
with Grant Monitoring and Concerns About Evaluation Studies (GAO, 2002c). Justice Outcome
Evaluations: Design and Implementation of Studies Require More NIJ Attention (GAO, 2003a).
Program Evaluation: An Evaluation Culture and Collaborative Partnerships Help Build Agency
Capacity (GAO, 2003b).
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to change. The impact evaluations selected for review cover a wide range
of programs, most of which are directed toward a particular criminal jus-
tice problem or population and implemented in multiple sites (see Box
1-1). As such, these programs are relatively representative of the kinds of
initiatives that a major funder of criminal justice programs might support
and wish to evaluate for impact.

The GAO review of the design and implementation of the impact
evaluations for these programs identified a number of problem areas that
highlight the major challenges that must be met in a sound impact evalu-
ation. These generally fell into two categories: (a) deficiencies in the evalu-
ation design and procedures that were initially proposed and (b) difficul-
ties implementing the evaluation plan. It is indicative of the magnitude of
the challenge posed by impact evaluation at this scale that, of the 30 evalu-
ations for the programs shown in Box 1-1, one or both of these problems
were noted for 20 of them, and some of the remaining 10 were still in the
proposal stage and had not yet been implemented.

The most frequent deficiencies in the initial plan or the implementa-
tion of the evaluation identified in the GAO reviews were as follows:

• The sites selected to participate in the evaluation were not repre-
sentative of the sites that had received the program.

• The program participants selected at the evaluation sites were not
representative of the population the program served.

• Pre-program baseline data on key outcome variables were not in-
cluded in the design or could not be collected as planned so that change
over time could not be assessed.

• The intended program outcomes (e.g., reduced criminal activity,
drug use, or victimization in contrast to intermediate outcomes such as
increases in knowledge) were not measured or outcome measures with
doubtful reliability and validity were used.

• No means for isolating program effects from the influence of exter-
nal factors on the outcomes, such as a nonparticipant comparison group
or appropriate statistical controls, were included in the design or the
planned procedure could not be implemented.

• The program and comparison groups differed on outcome-related
characteristics at the beginning of the program or became different due to
differential attrition before the outcomes were measured.

• Data collection was problematic; needed data could not be obtained
or response rates were low when it was likely that those who responded
differed from those who did not.

No recent review of evaluation research in the general criminal jus-
tice literature provides an assessment of methodology that is as compre-
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BOX 1-1
Programs Represented in the Impact Evaluation Plans and

Projects Reviewed in Recent GAO Reports

Arrest Policies Program (treating domestic violence as a serious violation of
law)

Breaking the Cycle (comprehensive service for adult offenders with drug-
use histories)

Chicago’s Citywide Community Policing Program (policing organized
around small geographic areas)

Children at Risk Program (comprehensive services for high-risk youth)
Comprehensive Gang Initiative (community-based program to reduce gang-

related crime)
Comprehensive Service-Based Intervention Strategy in Public Housing (pro-

gram to reduce drug activity and crime)
Corrections and Law Enforcement Family Support (CLEFS) (stress interven-

tion programs for law enforcement officers and families)
Court Monitoring and Batterer Intervention Programs (batterer counseling

programs and court monitoring)
Culturally Focused Batterer Counseling for African-American Men
Domestic Violence Victims’ Civil Legal Assistance Program (legal services

for victims of domestic violence)
Drug Courts (specialized court procedures and services for drug offenders)
Enforcement of Underage Drinking Laws Program
Gang Resistance Education and Training (GREAT) Program (school-based

gang prevention program)
Intensive Aftercare (programs for juvenile offenders after release from con-

finement)
Juvenile Justice Mental Health Initiative (mental health services to families

hensive as that represented in the collection of GAO reports summarized
above. What does appear in that literature in recent years is considerable
discussion of the role and applicability of randomized field experiments
for investigating program effects. In Feder and Boruch (2000), a special
issue of Crime and Delinquency was devoted to the potential for experi-
ments in criminal justice settings, followed a few years later by a special
issue (Weisburd, 2003) of Evaluation Review on randomized trials in crimi-
nology. More recently, a new journal, Experimental Criminology, was
launched with an explicit focus on experimental and quasi-experimental
research for investigating crime and justice practice and policy. The view
that research on the effects of criminal justice interventions would be im-
proved by greater emphasis on randomized experiments, however, is by
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of delinquent youths with serious emotional disturbances)
Juvenile Mentoring Program (volunteer adult mentors for at-risk youth)
Multi-Site Demonstration for Enhanced Judicial Oversight of Domestic Vio-

lence Cases (coordinated response to domestic violence offenses)
Multi-Site Demonstration of Collaborations to Address Domestic Violence

and Child Maltreatment (community-based programs for coordinated
response to families with co-occurring domestic violence and child mal-
treatment)

Parents Anonymous (support groups for child abuse prevention)
Partnership to Reduce Juvenile Gun Violence Program (coordinated com-

munity strategies for selected areas in cities)
Project PATHE (school-based violence prevention)
Reducing Non-Emergency Calls to 911: Four Approaches
Responding to the Problem Police Officer: Early Warning Systems (identi-

fication and treatment for officers whose behavior is problematic)
Rural Domestic Violence and Child Victimization Enforcement Grant Pro-

gram (coordinated strategies for responding to domestic violence)
Rural Domestic Violence and Child Victimization Grant Program (coop-

erative community-based efforts to reduce domestic violence, dating
violence, and child abuse)

Rural Gang Initiative (community-based gang prevention programs)
Safe Schools/Healthy Students (school services to promote healthy devel-

opment and prevent violence and drug abuse)
Safe Start Initiative (integrated service delivery to reduce impact of family

and community violence on young children)
STOP Grant Programs (culture-specific strategies to reduce violence against

Indian women)
Victim Advocacy with a Team Approach (domestic violence teams to assist

victims)

no means universal. The limitations of experimental methods for such
purposes and alternatives using econometric modeling have also received
critical attention (e.g., Heckman and Robb, 1985; Manski, 1996).

OVERVIEW OF THE WORKSHOP AND THIS REPORT

In the context of these various concerns about evaluation methods
and quality, the National Institute of Justice asked the NRC Committee on
Law and Justice to organize a workshop on improving the evaluation of
criminal justice programs and to follow up with a report that extracted
guidance for effective evaluation practices from those proceedings. The
Academies appointed a small steering committee to guide workshop de-
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velopment. The workshop was held in September 2003, and this report is
the result of the efforts of the steering committee to further develop the
themes raised there and integrate them as constructive advice about con-
ducting evaluations of criminal justice programs.

The purpose of the Workshop on Improving the Evaluation of Crimi-
nal Justice Programs was to foster broader implementation of credible
evaluations in the field of criminal justice by promoting informed discus-
sion of:

• the repertoire of applicable evaluation methods;
• issues in matching methods to program and policy circumstances;

and
• the organizational infrastructure requirements for supporting

sound evaluation.

This purpose was pursued through presentation and discussion of
case examples of evaluation-related studies selected to represent the meth-
ods and challenges associated with research at each of three different lev-
els of intervention. The three levels are distinguished by different social
units that are the target of intervention and thus constitute the units of
analysis for the evaluation design. The levels and the exemplary evalua-
tion studies and assigned discussant for each were as follows:

(1) Interventions directed toward individuals, a situation in which
there are generally a relatively large number of units within the
scope of the program being evaluated and potential for assigning
those units to different intervention conditions.

• Multidimensional Family Foster Care (Patricia Chamberlain)
• A Randomized Experiment: Testing Inmate Classification

Systems (Richard Berk)
• Discussant (Adele Harrell)

(2) Interventions with neighborhoods, schools, prisons, or communi-
ties, a situation generally characterized by relatively few units
within the scope of the program and often limited potential for
assigning those units to different intervention conditions.

• Hot Spots Policing and Crime Prevention (Anthony Braga)
• Communities Mobilizing for Change (Alex Wagenaar)
• Discussant (Edward Zigler)
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(3) Interventions at the broad local, state, or national level where the
program scope encompasses a macro unit and there is virtually
no potential for assigning units to different intervention
conditions.

• An Empirical Analysis of LOJACK (Steven Levitt)
• Racial Bias in Motor Vehicle Searches (Petra Todd)
• Discussant (John V. Pepper)

After the research case studies in each category were presented, their
implications for conducting high-quality evaluations were discussed. A
final panel at the end of the workshop then discussed the infrastructure
requirements for strong evaluations.

• Infrastructure Requirements for Consumption (and Produc-
tion) of Strong Evaluations (Lawrence Sherman)

• Recommendations for Evaluation (Robert Moffitt)
• Bringing Evidence-Based Policy to Substance Abuse and

Criminal Justice (Jon Baron)

Papers presented at the workshop are provided on the Committee on
Law and Justice Website at http://www7.nationalacademies.org/claj/.

The intent of this report is not to summarize the workshop but, rather,
to draw upon its contents to highlight the major considerations in devel-
oping and implementing evaluation plans for criminal justice programs.
In particular, the report is organized around five interrelated questions
that require thoughtful analysis in the development of any evaluation
plan, with particular emphasis on impact evaluation:

1. What questions should the evaluation address?
2. When is it appropriate to conduct an impact evaluation?
3. How should an impact evaluation be designed?
4. How should the evaluation be implemented?
5. What organizational infrastructure and procedures support high-

quality evaluation?

In the pages that follow, each of these questions is examined and ad-
vice is distilled from the workshop presentations and discussion, and from
subsequent committee deliberations, for answering them in ways that will
help improve the evaluation of criminal justice programs. The intended
audience for this report includes NIJ, the workshop sponsor and a major
funder of criminal justice evaluations, but also other federal, state, and
local agencies, foundations, and other such organizations that plan, spon-
sor, or administer evaluations of criminal justice programs.
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2

What Questions Should the
Evaluation Address?

Criminal justice programs arise in many different ways. Some are
developed by researchers or practitioners and fielded rather nar-
rowly at first in demonstration projects. The practice of arresting

perpetrators of domestic violence when police were called to the scene
began in this fashion (Sherman, 1992). Others spring into broad accep-
tance as a result of grass roots enthusiasm, such as Project DARE with its
use of police officers to provide drug prevention education in schools.
Still others, such as intensive probation supervision, arise from the chal-
lenges of everyday criminal justice practice. Our concern in this report is
not with the origins of criminal justice programs but with their evaluation
when questions about their effectiveness arise among policy makers, prac-
titioners, funders, or sponsors of evaluation research.

The evaluation of such programs is often taken to mean impact evalu-
ation, that is, an assessment of the effects of the program intervention on
the intended outcomes (also called outcome evaluation). This is a critical
issue for any criminal justice program and its stakeholders. Producing
beneficial effects (and avoiding harmful ones) is the central purpose of
most programs and the reason for investing resources in them. For this
reason, all the subsequent chapters of this report discuss various aspects
of impact evaluation.

It does not follow, however, that every evaluation should automati-
cally focus on impact questions (Rossi, Lipsey, and Freeman, 2004; Weiss,
1998). Though important, those questions may be premature in light of
limited knowledge about other aspects of program performance that are
prerequisites for producing the intended effects. Or, they may be inap-
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propriate in the context of issues with greater political salience or more
relevance to the concerns of key audiences for the evaluation.

In particular, questions about aspects of program performance other
than impact that may be important to answer in their own right, or in
conjunction with addressing impact questions, include the following:

1. Questions about the need for the program, e.g., the nature and
magnitude of the problem the program addresses and the characteristics
of the population served. Assessment of the need for a program deals
with some of the most basic evaluation questions—whether there is a
problem that justifies a program intervention and what characteristics of
the problem make it more or less amenable to intervention. For a program
to reduce gang-related crime, for instance, it is useful to know how much
crime is gang-related, what crimes, in what neighborhoods, and by which
gangs.

2. Questions about program conceptualization or design, e.g.,
whether the program targets the appropriate clientele or social units, em-
bodies an intervention that could plausibly bring about the desired
changes in those units and involves a delivery system capable of apply-
ing the intervention to the intended units. Assessment of the program
design examines the soundness of the logic inherent in the assumption
that the intervention as intended can bring about positive change in the
social conditions to which it is directed. One might ask, for instance,
whether it is a sound assumption that prison visitation programs for ju-
venile offenders, such as Scared Straight, will have a deterrent effect for
impressionable antisocial adolescents (Petrosino et al., 2003a).

3. Questions about program implementation and service delivery,
e.g., whether the intended intervention is delivered to the intended clien-
tele in sufficient quantity and quality, if the clients believe they benefit
from the services, and how well administrative, organizational, person-
nel, and fiscal functions are handled. Assessment of program implemen-
tation, often called process evaluation, is a core evaluation function aimed
at determining how well the program is operating, especially whether it is
actually delivering enough of the intervention to have a reasonable chance
of producing effects. With a program for counseling victims of domestic
violence, for example, an evaluation might consider the number of eli-
gible victims who participate, attendance at the counseling sessions, and
the quality of the counseling provided.

4. Questions about program cost and efficiency, e.g., what the pro-
gram costs are per unit of service, whether the program costs are reason-
able in relation to the services provided or the magnitude of the intended
benefits, and if alternative approaches would yield equivalent benefits at
equal or lower cost. Cost and efficiency questions about the delivery of
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services relate to important policy and management functions even with-
out evidence that those services actually produce benefits. Cost-benefit
and cost-effectiveness assessments are especially informative, however,
when they build on the findings of impact evaluation to examine the cost
required to attain whatever effects the program produces. Cost questions
for a drug court, for instance, might ask how much it costs per offender
served and the cost for each recidivistic drug offense prevented.

The design and implementation of impact evaluations capable of pro-
ducing credible findings about program effects are challenging and often
costly. It may not be productive to undertake them without assurance
that there is a well-defined need for the program, a plausible program
concept for bringing about change, and sufficient implementation of the
program to potentially have measurable effects. Among these, program
implementation is especially critical. In criminal justice contexts, the orga-
nizational and administrative demands associated with delivering pro-
gram services of sufficient quality, quantity, and scope to bring about
meaningful change are considerable. Offenders often resist or manipulate
programs, victims may feel threatened and distrustful, legal and adminis-
trative factors constrain program activities, and crime, by its nature, is
difficult to control. Under these circumstances, programs are often imple-
mented in such weak form that significant effects cannot be expected.

Information about the nature of the problem a program addresses,
the program concept for bringing about change, and program implemen-
tation are also important to provide an explanatory context within which
to interpret the results of an impact evaluation. Weak effects from a poorly
implemented program leave open the possibility that the program con-
cept is sound and better outcomes would occur if implementation were
improved. Weak effects from a well-implemented program, however, are
more likely to indicate theory failure—the program concept or approach
itself may be so flawed that no improvement in implementation would
produce the intended effects. Even when positive effects are found, it is
generally useful to know what aspects of the program circumstances
might have contributed to producing those effects and how they might be
strengthened. Absent this information, we have what is often referred to
as a “black box” evaluation—we know if the expected effects occurred
but have no information about how or why they occurred or guidance for
how to improve on them.

An important step in the evaluation process, therefore, is developing
the questions the evaluation is to answer and ensuring that they are ap-
propriate to the program circumstances and the audience for the evalua-
tion. The diversity of possible evaluation questions that can be addressed
and the importance of determining which should be addressed in any
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given evaluation have several implications for the design and manage-
ment of evaluation research. Some of the more important of those impli-
cations are discussed below.

EVALUATIONS CAN TAKE MANY DIFFERENT FORMS

Evaluations that focus on different questions, assess different pro-
grams in different circumstances, and respond to the concerns of different
audiences generally require different designs and methods. There will
thus be no single template or set of criteria for how evaluations should be
conducted or what constitutes high quality. That said, however, there are
several recognizable forms of evaluation to which similar design and qual-
ity standards apply (briefly described in Box 2-1).

A common and significant distinction is between evaluations con-
cerned primarily with program process and implementation and those
focusing on program effects. Process evaluations address questions about
how and how well a program functions in its use of resources and deliv-
ery of services. They are typically designed to collect data on selected
performance indicators that relate to the most critical of these functions,
for instance, the amount, quality, and coverage of services provided. These
performance indicators are assessed against administrative goals, contrac-
tual obligations, legal requirements, professional norms, and other such
applicable standards. The relevant performance dimensions, indicators,
and standards will generally be specific to the particular program. Thus
this form of evaluation will be tailored to the program being evaluated
and will show little commonality across programs that are not replicates
of each other.

Process evaluations may assess program performance at one point in
time or be configured to produce periodic reports on program perfor-
mance, generally referred to as “performance monitoring.” In the latter
case, the procedures for collecting and reporting data on performance in-
dicators are often designed by an evaluation specialist but then routin-
ized in the program as a management information system (MIS). When
conducted as a one-time assessment, however, process evaluations are
generally the responsibility of a designated evaluation team. In that case,
assessment of program implementation may be the main aim of the evalu-
ation, or it may be integrated with an impact evaluation.

Program performance monitoring sometimes involves indicators of
program outcomes. This situation must be distinguished from impact
evaluation because it does not answer questions about the program’s ef-
fects on those outcomes. A performance monitoring scheme, for instance,
might routinely gather information about the recidivism rates of the of-
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fenders treated by the program. This information describes the post-
program status of the offenders with regard to their reoffense rates and
may be informative if it shows higher or lower rates than expected for the
population being treated or interesting changes over time. It does not,
however, reveal the program impact on recidivism, that is, what change
in recidivism results from the program intervention and would not have
occurred otherwise.

Impact evaluations, in turn, are oriented toward determining
whether a program produces the intended outcomes, for instance, re-
duced recidivism among treated offenders, decreased stress for police

BOX 2-1
Major Forms of Program Evaluation

Process or Implementation Evaluation

An assessment of how well a program functions in its use of resources,
delivery of the intended services, operation and management, and the like.
Process evaluation may also examine the need for the program, the pro-
gram concept, or cost.

Performance Monitoring

A continuous process evaluation that produces periodic reports on the
program’s performance on a designated set of indicators and is often incor-
porated into program routines as a form of management information sys-
tem. It may include monitoring of program outcome indicators but does
not address the program impact on those outcomes.

Impact Evaluation

An assessment of the effects produced by the program; that is, the out-
comes for the target population or settings brought about by the program
that would not have occurred otherwise. Impact evaluation may also in-
corporate cost-effectiveness analysis.

Evaluability Assessment

An assessment of the likely feasibility and utility of conducting an evalu-
ation made before the evaluation is designed. It is used to inform decisions
about whether an evaluation should be undertaken and, if so, what form it
should take.
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officers, less trauma for victims, lower crime rates, and the like. The pro-
grams that are evaluated may be demonstration programs, such as the
early forms of Multidimensional Treatment Foster Care Program (Cham-
berlain, 2003), that are not widely implemented and which may be
mounted or supervised by researchers to find out if they work (often
called efficacy studies). Or they may involve programs already rather
widely used in practice, such as drug courts, that operate with represen-
tative personnel, training, client selection, and the like (often called effec-
tiveness studies). Such differences in the program circumstances, and
many other program variations, influence the nature of the evaluation,
which must always be at least somewhat responsive to those circum-
stances. For present purposes, we will focus on broader considerations
that apply across the range of criminal justice impact evaluations.

EVALUATION MUST OFTEN BE PROGRAMMATIC

Determining the priority evaluation questions for a program or group
of programs may itself require some investigation into the program cir-
cumstances, stakeholder concerns, utility of the expected information, and
the like. Moreover, in some instances it may be necessary to have the an-
swers to some questions before asking others. For instance, with relatively
new programs, it may be important to establish that the program has
reached an adequate level of implementation before embarking on an out-
come evaluation. A community policing program, for instance, could re-
quire changes in well-established practices that may occur slowly or not
at all. In addition, any set of evaluation results will almost inevitably raise
additional significant questions. These may involve concerns, for example,
about why the results came out the way they did, what factors were most
associated with program effectiveness, what side effects might have been
missed, whether the effects would replicate in another setting or with a
different population, or whether an efficacious program would prove ef-
fective in routine practice.

It follows that producing informative, useful evaluation results may
require a series of evaluation studies rather than a single study. Such a
sustained effort, in turn, requires a relatively long time period over which
the studies will be supported and continuity in their planning, implemen-
tation, and interpretation.

EVALUATION MAY NOT BE FEASIBLE OR USEFUL

The nature of a program, the circumstances in which it is situated, or
the available resources (including time, data, program cooperation, and
evaluation expertise) may be such that evaluation is not feasible for a par-
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ticular program. Alternatively, the evaluation questions it is feasible to
answer for the program may not be useful to any identifiable audience.
Unfortunately, evaluation is often commissioned and well under way be-
fore these conditions are discovered.

The technique of evaluability assessment (Wholey, 1994) was developed
as a diagnostic procedure evaluators could use to find out if a program
was amenable to evaluation and, if so, what form of evaluation would
provide the most useful information to the intended audience. A typical
evaluability assessment considers how well defined the program is, the
availability of performance data, the resources required, and the needs
and interests of the audience for the evaluation. Its purpose is to inform
decisions about whether an evaluation should be undertaken and, if so,
what form it should take. For an agency wishing to plan and commission
an evaluation, especially of a large, complex, or diffuse program, a pre-
liminary evaluability assessment can provide background information
useful for defining what questions the evaluation should address, what
form it should take, and what resources will be required to successfully
complete it. Evaluability assessments are discussed in more detail in
Chapter 3.

EVALUATION PLANS MUST BE WELL-SPECIFIED

The diversity of potential evaluation questions and approaches that
may be applicable to any program allows much room for variation from
one evaluation team to another. Agencies that commission and sponsor
evaluations will experience this variation if the specifications for the evalu-
ations they fund are not spelled out precisely. Such mechanisms as Re-
quests for Proposals (RFPs) and scope of work statements in contracts are
often the initial forms of communication between evaluation sponsors and
evaluators about the questions the evaluation will answer and the form it
will take. Sponsors who clearly specify the questions of interest and the
form in which they expect the answers are more likely to obtain the infor-
mation they want from an evaluation. At the same time, an evaluation
must be responsive to unanticipated events and circumstances in the field
that necessitate changes in the plan. It is advantageous, therefore, for the
evaluation plan to be both well-specified and also to have provisions for
adaptation and renegotiation when needed.

Development of a well-specified evaluation solicitation and plan shifts
much of the burden for identifying the focal evaluation questions and the
form of useful answers to the evaluation sponsor. More often, in contrast,
the sponsor provides only general guidelines and relies on the applicants
to shape the specific questions and approach. For the sponsor to be proac-
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tive in defining the evaluation focus, the sponsoring agency and person-
nel must have the capacity to engage in thoughtful planning prior to com-
missioning the evaluation. That, in turn, may require some preliminary
investigation of the program circumstances, the policy context, feasibility,
and the like. When a programmatic approach to evaluation is needed, the
planning process must take a correspondingly long-term perspective, with
associated implications for continuity from one fiscal year to the next.

Agencies’ capabilities to engage in focused evaluation planning and
develop well-specified evaluation plans will depend on their ability to
develop expertise and sources of information that support that process.
This may involve use of outside expertise for advice, including research-
ers, practitioners, and policy makers. It may also require the capability to
conduct or commission preliminary studies to provide input to the pro-
cess. Such studies might include surveys of programs and policy makers
to identify issues and potential sites, feasibility studies to determine if it is
likely that certain questions can be answered, and evaluability assess-
ments that examine the readiness and appropriateness of evaluation for
candidate programs.
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3

When Is an Impact
Evaluation Appropriate?

Of the many evaluation questions that might be asked for any
criminal justice program, the one that is generally of most inter-
est to policy makers is, “Does it work?” That is, does the program

have the intended beneficial effects on the outcomes of interest? Policy
makers, for example, might wish to know the effects of a “hot spots” po-
licing program on the rate of violent crime (Braga, 2003) or whether vigor-
ous enforcement of drug laws results in a decrease in drug consumption.
As described in the previous chapter, answering these types of questions
is the main focus of impact evaluation.

A valid and informative impact evaluation, however, cannot neces-
sarily be conducted for every criminal justice program whose effects are
of interest to policy makers. Impact evaluation is inherently difficult and
depends upon specialized research designs, data collections, and statisti-
cal analysis (discussed in more detail in the next chapter). It simply can-
not be carried out effectively unless certain minimum conditions and re-
sources are available no matter how skilled the researchers or insistent
the policy makers. Moreover, even under otherwise favorable circum-
stances, it is rarely possible to obtain credible answers about the effects of
a criminal justice program within a short time period or at low cost.

For policy makers and sponsors of impact evaluation research, this
situation has a number of significant implications. Most important, it
means that to have a reasonable probability of success, impact evalua-
tions should be launched only with careful planning and firm indications
that the prerequisite conditions are in place. In the face of the inevitable
limited resources for evaluation research, how programs are selected for
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impact evaluation may also be critical. Broad priorities that spread re-
sources too thinly may reduce the likelihood that any evaluation can be
carried out well enough to produce credible and useful results. Focused
priorities that concentrate resources in relatively few impact evaluations
may be equally unproductive if the program circumstances for those few
are not amenable to evaluation.

There are no criteria for determining which programs are most ap-
propriate for impact evaluation that will ensure that every evaluation can
be effectively implemented and yield valid findings. Two different kinds
of considerations that are generally relevant are developed here—one re-
lating to the practical or political significance of the program and one re-
lating to how amenable it is to evaluation.

SIGNIFICANCE OF THE PROGRAM

Across the full spectrum of criminal justice programs, those that may
be appropriate for impact evaluation will not generally be identifiable
through any single means or source. Participants in different parts of the
system will have different interests and priorities that focus their atten-
tion on different programs. Sponsors and funders of programs will often
want to know if the programs in which they have made investments have
the desired effects. Practitioners may be most interested in evaluations of
the programs they currently use and of alternative programs that might
be better. Policy makers will be interested in evaluations that help them
make resource allocation decisions about the programs they should sup-
port. Researchers often focus their attention on innovative program con-
cepts with potential importance for future application.

It follows that adequate identification of programs that may be sig-
nificant enough to any one of these groups to be candidates for impact
evaluation will require input from informed representatives of that group.
Sponsors of evaluation research across the spectrum of criminal justice
programs will need input from all these groups if they wish to identify
the candidates for impact evaluation likely to be most significant for the
field.

Two primary mechanisms create programs for which impact evalua-
tion may contribute vital practical information. One mechanism is the evo-
lution of innovative programs or the combination of existing program el-
ements into new programs that have great potential in the eyes of the
policy community. Such programs may be developed by researchers or
practitioners and fielded rather narrowly. The practice of arresting perpe-
trators of domestic violence when police were called to the scene began in
this fashion (Sherman, 1992). With the second mechanism, programs
spring into broad acceptance as a result of grassroots enthusiasm but may
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lack an empirical or theoretical underpinning. Project DARE, with its use
of police officers to provide drug prevention education in schools, fol-
lowed that path. Programs stemming from both sources are potentially
significant, though for different reasons, and it would be shortsighted to
focus on one to the exclusion of the other.

Given a slate of candidate programs for which impact evaluation may
have significance for the field from the perspective of one concerned group
or another, it may still be necessary to set priorities among them. A useful
conceptual framework from health intervention research for appraising
the significance of an intervention is summarized in the acronym,
RE-AIM, for Reach, Effectiveness, Adoption, Implementation, and Main-
tenance (Glasgow, Vogt, and Boles, 1999). When considering whether a
program is a candidate for impact evaluation these elements can be
thought of as a chain with the potential value of an evaluation constrained
by the weakest link in that chain. These criteria can be used to assess a
program’s significance and, correspondingly, the value of evaluation re-
sults about its effects. We will consider these elements in order.

Reach. Reach is the scope of the population that could potentially ben-
efit from the intervention if it proves effective. Other things equal, an
intervention validated by evaluation that is applicable to a larger popu-
lation has more practical significance than one applicable to a smaller
population. Reach may also encompass specialized, hard-to-serve popu-
lations for which more general programs may not be suitable. Drug
courts, from this perspective, have great reach because of the high preva-
lence of substance abuse among offenders. A culture-specific program to
reduce violence against Native American women, however, would also
have reach because there are currently few programs tailored for this
population.

Effectiveness. The potential value of a program is, of course, con-
strained by its effectiveness when it is put into practice. It is the job of
impact evaluation to determine effectiveness, which makes this a difficult
criterion to apply when selecting programs for impact evaluation. None-
theless, an informed judgment call about the potential effectiveness of a
program can be important for setting evaluation priorities. For some pro-
grams, there may be preliminary evidence of efficacy or effectiveness that
can inform judgment. Consistency with well-established theory and the
clinical judgment of experienced practitioners may also be useful touch-
stones. The positive effects of cognitive-behavioral therapies demon-
strated for a range of mental health problems, for instance, supports the
expectation that they might also be effective for sex offenders.

Adoption. Adoption is the potential market for a program. Adoption
is a complex constellation of ideology, politics, and bureaucratic prefer-
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ences that is influenced by intellectual fashion and larger social forces as
well as rational assessment of the utility of a program. Given equal effec-
tiveness and ease of implementation, some programs will be less attrac-
tive and acceptable to potential users than others. The assessment of those
factors by potential adopters can thus provide valuable information for
prioritizing programs for impact evaluation. The widespread adoption
of bootcamps during the 1990s, for instance, indicated that this type
of paramilitary program had considerable political and social appeal
and was compatible with the program concepts held by criminal justice
practitioners.

Implementation. Some programs are more difficult to implement than
others, and for some it may be more difficult to sustain the quality of the
service delivery in ongoing practice. Other things equal, a program that is
straightforward to implement and sustain is more valuable than a pro-
gram that requires a great deal of effort and monitoring to yield its full
potential. Mentoring programs as a delinquency prevention strategy for
at-risk juveniles, for instance, are generally easier and less costly to imple-
ment than family counseling programs with their requirements for highly
trained personnel and regular meetings with multiple family members.

Maintenance. Maintenance, in this context, refers to the maintenance
of positive program effects over time. The more durable the effect of a
program, the greater is its value as a beneficial social intervention. For
instance, if improved street lighting reduces street crimes by making high
crime areas more visible (Farrington and Welsh, 2002), the effects are not
likely to diminish significantly as long as criminals prefer to conduct their
business away from public view.

Making good judgments on such criteria in advance of an impact
evaluation will rarely be an easy task and will almost always have to be
done on the basis of insufficient information. To assess the potential sig-
nificance of a criminal justice program and, hence, the potential signifi-
cance of an impact evaluation of that program, however, requires some
such assessment. Because it is a difficult task, expert criminal justice pro-
fessionals, policy makers, and researchers should be employed to review
candidate programs, discuss their significance for impact evaluation, and
make recommendations about the corresponding priorities.

EVALUABILITY OF THE PROGRAM

A criminal justice program that is significant in terms of the criteria
described above may, nonetheless, be inappropriate for impact evalua-
tion. The nature of the program and its circumstances, the prerequisites
for credible research, or the available resources may fall short of what is
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required to conduct an adequate assessment of program effects. This is an
unfortunate circumstance, but one that must be recognized in any process
of decision making about where to invest resources for impact evaluation.
The number of impact evaluations found to be inadequately implemented
in the GAO reports reviewed in Chapter 1 of this report is evidence of the
magnitude of the potential difficulties in completing even well-designed
projects of this sort.

At issue is the evaluability of a program—whether the conceptual-
ization, configuration, and situation of a program make it amenable to
evaluation research and, if so, what would be required to conduct the
research. Ultimately, effective impact evaluation depends on four basic
preconditions: (a) a sufficiently developed and documented program to
be evaluated, (b) the ability to obtain relevant and reliable data on the
program outcomes of interest, (c) a research design capable of distinguish-
ing program effects from other influences on the outcomes, and (d) suffi-
cient resources to adequately conduct the research. Item (c), relating to
research design for impact evaluation, poses considerable technical and
practical challenges and, additionally, must be tailored rather specifically
to the circumstances of the program being evaluated. It is discussed in the
next chapter of this report. The other preconditions for effective impact
evaluation are somewhat more general and are reviewed below.

The Program

At the most basic level, impact evaluation is most informative when
there is a well-defined program to evaluate. Finding effects is of little value
if it is not possible to specify what was done to bring about those effects,
that is, the program’s theory of change and the way it is operationalized.
Such a program cannot be replicated nor easily used by other practi-
tioners who wish to adopt it. Moreover, before beginning a study, re-
searchers should be able to identify the effects, positive and negative, that
the program might plausibly produce and know what target population
or social conditions are expected to show those effects.

Programs can be poorly defined in several different ways that will
create difficulties for impact evaluation. One is simply that the intended
program activities and services are not documented, though they may be
well-structured in practice. It is commonplace for many medical and men-
tal health programs to develop treatment protocols—manuals that de-
scribe what the treatment is and how it is to be delivered—but this is not
generally the case for criminal justice programs. In such instances, the
evaluation research may need to include an observational and descriptive
component to characterize the nature of the program under consideration.
As mentioned in Chapter 2, a process evaluation to determine how well
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the program is implemented and how completely and adequately it deliv-
ers the intended services is also frequently conducted along with an im-
pact evaluation. These procedures allow any findings about program ef-
fects to be accompanied by a description of the program as actually
delivered as well as of the program as intended.

Another variant on the issue of program definition occurs for pro-
grams that provide significantly different services to different program
participants, whether inadvertently or by intent. A juvenile diversion
project, for instance, may prescribe quite different services for different
first offenders based on a needs assessment. A question about the impact
of this diversion program may be answered in terms of the average effect
on recidivism across the variously treated juveniles served. The mix of
services provided to each juvenile and the basis for deciding on that mix,
however, may be critical to any success the program shows. If those as-
pects are not well-defined in the program procedures, it can be challeng-
ing for the evaluation to fully specify these key features in a way that
adequately describes the program or permits replication and emulation
elsewhere.

One of the more challenging situations for impact evaluation is a
multisite program with substantial variation across sites in how the pro-
gram is configured and implemented (Herrell and Straw, 2002). Consider,
for example, a program that provides grants to communities to better co-
ordinate the law enforcement, prosecutorial, and judicial response to do-
mestic violence through more vigorous enforcement of existing laws. The
activities developed at each site to accomplish this purpose may be quite
different, as well as the mix of criminal justice participants, the roles des-
ignated for them in the program, and the specific laws selected for em-
phasis. Arguably under such circumstances each site has implemented a
different program and each would require its own impact evaluation. A
national evaluation that attempts to encompass the whole program has
the challenge of sampling sites in a representative manner but, even then,
is largely restricted to examining the average effects across these rather
different program implementations. With sufficient specification of the
program variants and separate effects at each site, more differentiated
findings about impact could be developed, but at what may be greatly
increased cost.

Outcome Data

Impact evaluation requires data describing key outcomes, whether
drawn from existing sources or collected as part of the evaluation. The
most important outcome data are those that relate to the most policy-
relevant outcomes, e.g., crime reduction. Even when we observe relevant
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outcomes, there may be important trade-offs between the sensitivity and
scope of the measure. For example, when evaluating the minimum drink-
ing age laws, Cook and Tauchen (1984) considered whether to use “fatal
nighttime single-vehicle accidents” (which has a high percentage of alco-
hol-related cases, making it sensitive to an alcohol-oriented intervention)
or an overall measure of highway fatalities (which should capture the full
effect of the law, but is less sensitive to small changes). In some instances,
the only practical measures may be for intermediate outcomes presumed
to lead to the ultimate outcome (e.g., improved conflict-resolution skills
for a violence prevention program or drug consumption during the last
month rather than lifetime consumption). There are several basic features
that should be considered when assessing the adequacy and availability
of outcome data for an impact evaluation. In particular, the quality of the
evaluation will depend, in part, on the representativeness, accuracy, and
accessibility of the relevant data (NRC, 2004).

Representativeness

A fundamental requirement for outcome data is that they represent
the population addressed by the program. The standard scheme for ac-
complishing this when conducting an impact evaluation is to select the
research participants with a random sample from the target population,
but other well-defined sampling schemes can also be used in some in-
stances. For example, case-control or response-based sampling designs
can be useful for studying rare events. To investigate factors associated
with homicide, a case-control design might select as cases those persons
who have been murdered, and then select as controls a number of subjects
from the same population with similar characteristics who were not mur-
dered. If random sampling or another representative selection is not fea-
sible given the circumstances of the program to be evaluated, the outcome
data, by definition, will not characterize the outcomes for the actual target
population served by the program. Similar considerations apply when
the outcome data are collected from existing records or data archives.
Many of the data sets used to study criminal justice policy are not prob-
ability samples from the particular populations at which the policy may
be aimed (see NRC, 2001). The National Crime Victimization Survey
(NCVS), for example, records information on nonfatal incidents of crime
victims but does not survey offenders. Household-based surveys such as
the NCVS and the General Social Survey (GSS) are limited to the popula-
tion of persons with stable residences, thereby omitting transients and
other persons at high risk for crime and violence. The GSS is representa-
tive of the United States and the nine census regions, but it is too sparse
geographically to support conclusions at the finer levels of geographical
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aggregation where the target populations for many criminal justice pro-
grams will be found.

Accuracy

The accuracy of the outcome data available is also an important con-
sideration for an impact evaluation. The validity of outcome data is com-
promised when the measures do not adequately represent the behaviors
or events the program is intended to affect, as when perpetrators under-
state the frequency of their criminal behavior in self-report surveys. The
reliability of the data suffers when unsystematic errors are reflected in the
outcome measures, as when arrest records are incomplete. The bias and
noise associated with outcome data with poor validity or reliability can
easily be great enough to distort or mask program effects. Thus credible
impact evaluation cannot be conducted with outcome data lacking suffi-
cient accuracy in either of these ways.

Accessibility

If the necessary outcome data are not accessible to the researcher, it
will obviously not be possible to conduct an impact evaluation. Data on
individuals’ criminal offense records that are kept in various local or re-
gional archives, for instance, are usually not accessible to researchers with-
out a court order or analogous legal authorization. If the relevant authori-
ties are unwilling to provide that authorization, those records become
unavailable as a source of outcome data. The programs being evaluated
may themselves have outcome data that they are not willing to provide to
the evaluator, perhaps for ethical reasons (e.g., victimization reported to
counselors) or because they view it as proprietary. In addition, research-
ers may find that increasingly stringent Institutional Review Board (IRB)
standards preclude them from using certain sources of data that may be
available (Brainard, 2001; Oakes, 2002). Relevant data collected and
archived in existing databases may also be unavailable even when col-
lected with public funding (e.g., Monitoring the Future; NRC, 2001).

Still another form of inaccessible data is encountered when non-
response rates are likely to be high for an outcome measure, e.g., when a
significant portion of the sampled individuals decline to respond at all or
fail to answer one or more questions. Nonresponse is an endemic prob-
lem in self-report surveys and is especially high with disadvantaged,
threatened, deviant, or mobile populations of the sort that are often in-
volved in criminal justice programs. An example from the report on illicit
drug policy (NRC, 2001:95-96) illustrates the problem:
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Suppose that 100 individuals are asked whether they used illegal drugs
during the past year. Suppose that 25 do not respond, so the nonresponse
rate is 25 percent. Suppose that 19 of the 75 respondents used illegal drugs
during the past year and that the others did not. Then the reported preva-
lence of illegal drug use is 19/75 = 25.3 percent. However, true preva-
lence among the 100 surveyed individuals depends on how many of the
nonrespondents used illegal drugs. If none did, then true prevalence is
19/100 = 19 percent. If all did, then true prevalence is [(19 + 25)/100] = 44
percent. If between 0 and 25 nonrespondents used illegal drugs, then
true prevalence is between 19 and 44 percent. Thus, in this example,
nonresponse causes true prevalence to be uncertain within a range of 25
percent.

Resources

The ability to conduct an adequate impact evaluation of a criminal
justice program will clearly depend on the availability of resources. Rel-
evant resources include direct funding as a major component, but also
encompass a range of nonmonetary considerations. The time available for
the evaluation, for instance, is an important resource. Impact evaluations
not only require that specialized research designs be implemented but
that outcomes for relatively large numbers of individuals (or other af-
fected units) be tracked long enough to determine program effects. Simi-
larly, the availability of expertise related to the demanding technical as-
pects of impact evaluation research, cooperation from the program to be
evaluated, and access to relevant data that has already been collected are
important resources for impact evaluation.

The need for these various resources for an impact evaluation is a
function of the program’s structure and circumstances and the evaluation
methods to be used. For example, evaluations of community-based pro-
grams, with the community as the unit of analysis, will require participa-
tion by a relatively large numbers of communities. This situation will
make for a difficult and potentially expensive evaluation project. Evaluat-
ing a rehabilitation program for offenders in a correctional institution with
outcome data drawn from administrative records, on the other hand,
might require fewer resources.

SELECTING PROGRAMS APPROPRIATE
FOR IMPACT EVALUATION

No agency or group of agencies that sponsor program evaluation will
have the resources to support impact evaluation for every program of
potential interest to some relevant party. If the objective is to optimize the
practical and policy relevance of the resulting knowledge, programs



Copyright © National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.

Improving Evaluation of Anticrime Programs 
http://www.nap.edu/catalog/11337.html

WHEN IS AN IMPACT EVALUATION APPROPRIATE? 31

should be selected for evaluation on the basis of (a) the significance of the
program, e.g., the scope of practice and policy likely to be affected and (b)
the extent to which the circumstances of the program make it amenable to
sound evaluation research.

The procedures for making this selection should not necessarily be
the same for both these criteria. Judging the practical importance of a
program validated by impact evaluation requires informed opinion from
a range of perspectives. The same is true for identifying new program
concepts that are ripe for evaluation study. Surveys or expert review pro-
cedures that obtain input from criminal justice practitioners, policy mak-
ers, advocacy groups, researchers, and the like might be used for this
purpose.

With a set of programs judged significant identified, assessment of
how amenable they are to sound impact evaluation research is a different
matter. The expertise relevant to this judgment resides mainly with evalu-
ation researchers who have extensive field experience conducting impact
evaluations of criminal justice programs. This expertise might be mar-
shaled through a separate expert review procedure, but there are inherent
limits to that approach if the expert informants have insufficient informa-
tion about the programs at issue. Trustworthy assessments of program
evaluability depend upon rather detailed knowledge of the nature of the
program and its services, the target population, the availability of relevant
data, and a host of other such matters.

More informed judgments about the likelihood of successful impact
evaluation will result if this information is first collected in a relatively
systematic manner from the programs under consideration. The proce-
dure for accomplishing this is called evaluability assessment (introduced in
Chapter 2). The National Institute of Justice has recently begun conduct-
ing evaluability assessments as part of its process for selecting programs
for impact evaluation. Their procedure1  involves two stages: an initial
screening using administrative records and telephone inquiries plus a site
visit to programs that survive the initial screening. The site visit involves
observations of the project as well as interviews with key project staff, the
project director, and (if appropriate) key partners and members of the
target population. Box 3-1 lists some of the factors assessed at each of
these stages.

The extent to which the results of such an assessment are informative
when considering programs for impact evaluation is illustrated by NIJ’s

1There are actually two different assessment tools —one for local and another for national
programs. This description focuses on the local assessment instrument.
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BOX 3-1
Factors Considered in Each Stage of NIJ Evaluability Assessments

 Initial Project Screening

• What do we already know about projects like these?
• What could an evaluation of this project add to what we know?
• Which audiences would benefit from this evaluation?
• What could they do with the findings?
• Is the grantee interested in being evaluated?
• What is the background/history of this project?
• At what stage of implementation is it?
• What are the project’s outcome goals in the view of the project

director?
• Does the proposal/project director describe key project elements?
• Do they describe how the project’s primary activities contribute to

goals?
• Can you sketch the logic by which activities should affect goals?
• Are there other local projects providing similar services that could be

used for comparison?
• Will samples that figure in outcome measurement be large enough

to generate statistically significant findings for modest effect sizes?
• Is the grantee planning an evaluation?
• What data systems exist that would facilitate evaluation?
• What are the key data elements contained in these systems?
• Are there data to estimate unit costs of services or activities?
• Are there data about possible comparison samples?
• In general, how useful are the data systems to an impact evaluation?

experience with this procedure. In the most recent round of evaluability
assessments, a pool of approximately 200 earmarked programs was re-
duced to only eight that were ultimately judged to be good candidates for
an impact evaluation that would have a reasonable probability of yield-
ing useful information.
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Site Visit

• Is the project being implemented as advertised?
• What is the intervention to be evaluated?
• What outcomes could be assessed? By what measures?
• Are there valid comparison groups?
• Is random assignment possible?
• What threats to a sound evaluation are most likely to occur?
• Are there hidden strengths in the project?
• What are the sizes and characteristics of the target populations?
• How is the target population identified (i.e., what are eligibility

criteria)? Who/what gets excluded as a target?
• Have the characteristics of the target population changed over time?
• How large would target and comparison samples be after one year of

observation?
• What would the target population receive in a comparison sample?
• What are the shortcomings/gaps in delivering the intervention?
• What do recipients of the intervention think the project does?
• How do they assess the services received?
• What kinds of data elements are available from existing data sources?
• What specific input, process, and outcome measures would they

support?
• How complete are data records? Can you get samples?
• What routine reports are produced?
• Can target populations be followed over time?
• Can services delivered be identified?
• Can systems help diagnose implementation problems?
• Does staff tell consistent stories about the project?
• Are their backgrounds appropriate for the project’s activities?
• What do partners provide/receive?
• How integral to project success are the partners?
• What changes is the director willing to make to support the

evaluation?
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How Should an Impact
Evaluation Be Designed?

Assuming that a criminal justice program is evaluable and an im-
pact evaluation is feasible, an appropriate research design must
be developed. The basic idea of an impact evaluation is simple.

Program outcomes are measured and compared to the outcomes that
would have resulted in the absence of the program. In practice, however,
it is difficult to design a credible evaluation study in which such a com-
parison can be made. The fundamental difficulty is that whereas the pro-
gram being evaluated is operational and its outcomes are observable, at
least in principle, the outcomes in the absence of the program are counter-
factual and not observable. This situation requires that the design provide
some basis for constructing a credible estimate of the outcomes for the
counterfactual conditions.

Another fundamental characteristic of impact evaluation is that the
design must be tailored to the circumstances of the particular program
being evaluated, the nature of its target population, the outcomes of inter-
est, the data available, and the constraints on collecting new data. As a
result, it is difficult to define a “best” design for impact evaluation a priori.
Rather, the issue is one of determining the best design for a particular
program under the particular conditions presented to the researcher when
the evaluation is undertaken. This feature of impact evaluation has sig-
nificant implications for how such research should be designed and also
for how the quality of the design should be evaluated.
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THE REPERTOIRE OF RELEVANT RESEARCH DESIGNS

Establishing credible estimates of what the outcomes would have been
without the program, all else equal, is the most demanding part of impact
evaluation, but also the most critical. When those estimates are convinc-
ing, the effects found in the evaluation can be attributed to the program
rather than to any of the many other possible influences on the outcome
variables. In this case, the evaluation is considered to have high internal
validity. For example, a simple comparison of recidivism rates for those
sentenced to prison and those not sentenced would have low internal va-
lidity for estimating the effect of prison on reoffending. Any differences in
recidivism outcomes could easily be due to preexisting differences be-
tween the groups. Judges are more likely to sentence offenders to prison
who have serious prior records. Prisoners’ greater recidivism rates may
not be the result of their prison experience but, rather, the fact that they
are more serious offenders in the first place. The job of a good impact
evaluation design is to neutralize or rule out such threats to the internal
validity of a study.

Although numerous research designs are used to assess program ef-
fects, it is useful to classify them into three broad categories: randomized
experiments, quasi-experiments, and observational designs. Each, under
optimal circumstances, can provide a valid answer to the question of
whether a program has an effect upon the outcomes of interest. However,
these designs differ in the assumptions they make, the nature of the prob-
lems that undermine those assumptions, the degree of control the re-
searcher must have over program exposure, the way in which they are
implemented, the issues encountered in statistical analysis, and in many
other ways as well. As a result, it is difficult to make simplistic generaliza-
tions about which is the best method for obtaining a valid estimate of the
effect of any given intervention. We return to this issue later but first pro-
vide an overview of the nature of each of these types of designs.

RANDOMIZED EXPERIMENTS

In randomized experiments, the units toward which program services
are directed (usually people or places) are randomly assigned to receive
the program or not (intervention and control conditions, respectively).
For example, in the Minneapolis Hot Spots Experiment (Sherman and
Weisburd, 1995), 110 crime hot spots were randomly allocated to an ex-
perimental condition that received high levels of preventive patrol and a
control condition with a lower “business as usual” level of patrol. The
researchers found a moderate, statistically significant program effect on
crime rates. Because the hot spots were assigned by a chance process that
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took no account of their individual characteristics, the researchers could
assume that there were no systematic differences between them other than
the level of policing. The differences found on the outcome measures,
therefore, could be convincingly interpreted as intervention effects.

The main threat to the internal validity of the randomized experiment
is attrition prior to outcome measurement that degrades the randomized
groups. In the randomized experiment reported by Berk (2003), offenders
were randomly assigned to one of several correctional facilities that used
different inmate classification systems. The internal validity of this study
would have been compromised if a relatively large proportion of those
offenders then left those facilities too quickly to establish the misconduct
records that provided the outcome measures, e.g., through unexpected
early release or transfers to other facilities. Such attrition cannot automati-
cally be assumed to be random nor unrelated to the characteristics of the
respective facilities, thus it degrades the statistical equivalence between
the groups that was established by the initial randomization. In the prison
settings studied by Berk, low rates of attrition were achieved, but this is
not always the case. In many randomized experiments conducted in crimi-
nal justice research, attrition is a significant problem.

QUASI-EXPERIMENTS

Quasi-experiments are approximations to randomized experiments
that compare selected cases receiving an intervention with selected cases
not receiving it, but without random assignment to those conditions
(Cook and Campbell, 1979). Quasi-experiments generally fall into three
classes. In the most common type, an intervention group is compared
with a control group that has been selected on the basis of similarity to
the intervention group, a specific selection variable, or perhaps simply
convenience. For example, researchers might compare offenders receiv-
ing intensive probation supervision with offenders receiving regular pro-
bation supervision that is matched on prior offense history, gender, and
age. The design of this type that is least vulnerable to internal validity
threats is the regression-discontinuity or cutting-point design (Shadish,
Cook, and Campbell, 2002). In this design, assignment to intervention
and control conditions is made on the basis of scores on an initial mea-
sure, e.g., a pretest or risk variable. For example, drug offenders might be
assigned to probation if their score on a risk assessment was below a set
cut point and to drug court if it was above that cut point. The effects of
drug court on subsequent substance use will appear as a discontinuity in
the statistical relationship between the risk score and the substance use
outcome variable.

A second type of quasi-experiment is the time-series design. This
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design uses a series of observations on the outcome measure made before
the program begins that is then compared with another series made after-
ward. Thus, researchers might compare traffic accidents per month for
the year before a speeding crackdown and the year afterward. Because of
the requirement for repeated measures prior to the onset of the interven-
tion, time-series designs are most often used when the outcome variables
of interest are available from data archives or public records. The third
type of quasi-experiment combines nonrandomized comparison groups
with time-series observations, contrasting time series for conditions with
and without the program. In this design the researcher might compare
traffic accidents before and after a speeding crackdown with comparable
time-series data from a similar area in which there was no crackdown.
This kind of comparison is sometimes referred to as the difference-
in-difference method since the pre-post differences in outcomes for the
intervention conditions are compared to the pre-post differences in the
comparison condition. Ludwig and Cook (2000), for instance, evaluated
the impact of the 1994 Brady act by comparing homicide and suicide rates
from 1985 to 1997 in 32 states directly affected by the act with those in 19
states that had equivalent legislation already in place.

Quasi-experimental designs are more vulnerable than randomized
designs to influences from sources other than the program that can bias
the estimates of effects. The better versions of these designs attempt to
statistically account for such extraneous influences. To do that, however,
requires that the influences be recognized and understood and that data
relevant to dealing with them statistically be available. The greatest threat
to the internal validity of quasi-experimental designs, therefore, is usually
uncontrolled extraneous influences that have differential effects on the
outcome variables that are confounded with the true program effects. Sim-
ply stated, the equivalence that one can assume from random allocation
of subjects into intervention and control conditions cannot be assumed
when allocation into groups is not random. Moreover, these designs, like
experimental designs, are vulnerable to attrition after the intervention has
begun.

OBSERVATIONAL DESIGNS

The third type of design used for evaluation of crime and justice pro-
grams is an observational design. Strictly speaking, all quasi-experiments
are observational designs, but we will use this category to differentiate
studies that observe natural variation in exposure to the program and
model its relationship to variation in the outcome measures with other
influences statistically controlled. For example, Ayres and Levitt (1998)
examined the effects of Lojack, a device used to retrieve stolen vehicles,
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on city auto theft rates. They drew their data from official records in cities
that varied in the prevalence of Lojack users. Because many factors be-
sides use of Lojack influence auto theft, they attempted to account for
these potential threats to validity by controlling for them in a statistical
model. This type of structural model has been used to study the effects of
law enforcement on cocaine consumption (Rydell and Everingham, 1994),
racial discrimination in policing (Todd, 2003), and other criminal justice
interventions.

The major threat to the internal validity of observational designs used
for impact evaluation is failure to adequately model the processes influ-
encing variation in the program and the outcomes. This problem is of
particular concern in criminal justice evaluations because theoretical de-
velopment in criminology is less advanced than in disciplines, like eco-
nomics, that rely heavily on observational modeling (Weisburd, 2003).
Observational methods require that the researcher have sufficient under-
standing of the processes underlying intervention outcomes, and the other
influences on those outcomes, to develop an adequate statistical model.
Concern about the validity of the strong assumptions often needed to
identify intervention effects with such modeling approaches has led to
the development of methods for imposing weak assumptions that yield
bounds on the estimates of the program effect (Manski, 1995; Manski and
Nagin, 1998). An example of this technique is presented below.

Manski and Nagin (1998) illustrated the use of bounding methods in
observational models in a study of the impact of sentencing options on
the recidivism of juvenile offenders. Exploiting the rich data on juvenile
offenders collected by the state of Utah, they assessed the two main sen-
tencing options available to judges: residential and nonresidential sen-
tences. Although offenders sentenced to residential treatment are more
likely to recidivate, this association may only reflect the tendency of judges
to sentence different types of offenders to residential placements than to
non-residential ones.

Several sets of findings clearly revealed how conclusions about sen-
tencing policy vary depending on the assumptions made. Two alternative
models of judicial decisions were considered. The outcome optimization
model assumes that judges make sentencing decisions that minimize the
chance of recidivism. The skimming model assumes that judges sentence
high-risk offenders to residential confinement.

In the worst-case analysis where nothing was assumed about sentenc-
ing rules or outcomes, only weak conclusions could be drawn about the
recidivism implications of the two sentencing options. However, much
stronger conclusions were drawn under the judicial decision-making
model. If one believes that judges optimize outcomes—that is, choose sen-
tences in an effort to minimize recidivism—the empirical results indicate
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that residential confinement increases recidivism. If one believes that
judges skim—that is, assign high-risk offenders to residential treatment—
the results suggest the opposite conclusion, namely that residential con-
finement reduces recidivism.

SELECTING THE DESIGN FOR AN IMPACT EVALUATION

Because high internal validity can be gained in a well-implemented
randomized experiment, it is viewed by many researchers as the best
method for impact evaluation (Shadish, Cook, and Campbell, 2002). This
is also why randomized designs are generally ranked at the top of a hier-
archy of designs in crime and justice reviews of “what works” (e.g.,
Sherman et al., 2002) and why they have been referred to as the “gold
standard” for establishing the effects of interventions in fields such as
medicine, public health, and psychology. For the evaluation of criminal
justice programs, randomized designs have a long history but, nonethe-
less, have been used much less frequently than observational and quasi-
experimental designs.

Whether a hierarchy of methods with randomized designs at the pin-
nacle should be defined at the outset for evaluation in criminal justice,
however, is a contentious issue. The different views on this point do not
derive so much from disagreements on the basic properties of the various
designs as from different assessments of the trade-offs associated with
their application. Different designs are more or less difficult to implement
well in different situations and may provide different kinds of informa-
tion about program effects.

Well-implemented randomized experiments can be expected to yield
results with more certain internal validity than quasi-experimental and
observational studies. However, randomized experiments require that the
program environment be subject to a certain amount of control by the
researcher. This may not be permitted in all sites and, as a result, random-
ized designs are often implemented in selected sites and situations that
may not be representative of the full scope of the program being evalu-
ated. In some cases, randomization is not acceptable for political or ethical
reasons. There is, for instance, little prospect of random allocation of sen-
tences for serious offenders or legislative actions such as imposition of the
death penalty. Randomized designs are also most easily applied to pro-
grams that provide services to units such as individuals or groups that are
small enough to be assigned in adequate numbers to experimental condi-
tions. For programs implemented in places or jurisdictions rather than
with individuals or groups, assigning sufficient numbers of these larger
units to experimental conditions may not be feasible. This is not always
the case, however. Wagenaar (1999), for instance, randomly assigned 15
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midwestern communities to either a community organizing initiative
aimed at changing policies and practices related to youth alcohol access
or a control condition.

The advantages of randomized designs are such that it is quite justifi-
able to favor them for impact evaluation when they are appropriate to the
questions at issue and there is a reasonable prospect that they can be
implemented well enough to provide credible and useful answers to those
questions. In situations where they are not, or cannot, be implemented
well, however, they may not be the best choice (Eck, 2002; Pawson and
Tilley, 1997) and another design may be more appropriate.

Quasi-experimental and observational designs have particular advan-
tages for investigating program effects in realistic situations and for esti-
mating the effects of other influences on outcomes relative to those pro-
duced by the program. For example, the influence of a drug treatment
program on drug use may be compared to the effects of marital status or
employment. Observational studies are generally less expensive per re-
spondent (Garner and Visher, 2003) and do not require manipulation of
experimental conditions. They thus may be able to use larger and more
representative samples of the respective target population than those used
in randomized designs. Observational studies, therefore, often have
strong external validity. When they can also demonstrate good internal
validity through plausible modeling assumptions and convincing statisti-
cal controls, they have distinct advantages for many evaluation situations.
For some situations, such as evaluation of the effects of large-scale policy
changes, they are often the only feasible alternative. In criminal justice,
however, essential data are often not available and theory is often under-
developed, which limits the utility of quasi-experimental and observa-
tional designs for evaluation purposes.

As this discussion suggests, the choice of a research design for impact
evaluation is a complex one that must be based in each case on a careful
assessment of the program circumstances, the evaluation questions at is-
sue, practical constraints on the implementation of the research, and the
degree to which the assumptions and data requirements of any design
can be met. There are often many factors to be weighed in this choice and
there are always trade-offs associated with the selection of any approach
to conducting an impact evaluation in the real world of criminal justice
programs. These circumstances require careful deliberation about which
evaluation design is likely to yield the most useful and relevant informa-
tion for a given situation rather than generalizations about the relative
superiority of one method over another. The best guidance, therefore, is
not an a priori hierarchy of presumptively better and worse designs, but a
process of thoughtful deliberation by knowledgeable and methodologi-
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cally sophisticated evaluation researchers that takes into account the par-
ticulars of the situation and the resources available.

GENERALIZABILITY OF RESULTS

As mentioned in the discussion above, one important aspect of an
impact evaluation design may be the extent to which the results can be
generalized beyond the particular cases and circumstances actually inves-
tigated in the study. External validity is concerned with the extent to which
such generalizations are defensible. The highest levels of external validity
are gained by selecting the units that will participate in the research on
the basis of probability samples from the population of such units. For
example, in studies of sentencing behavior, the researcher may select cases
randomly from a database of all offenders who were convicted during a
given period. Often in criminal justice evaluations, all available cases are
examined for a specific period of time. In the Inmate Classification Ex-
periment conducted by Berk (2003), 20,000 inmates admitted during a six-
month period were randomly assigned to an innovative or traditional clas-
sification system.

There are often substantial difficulties in defining the target popula-
tion, either because a complete census of its members is unavailable or
because the specific members are unknown. For example, in the Multidi-
mensional Treatment Foster Care study mentioned above, the research-
ers could not identify the population of juveniles eligible for foster care
but rather drew their sample from youth awaiting placement. The re-
searchers might reasonably assume that those youth are representative
of the broader population, but they cannot be sure that the particular
group selected during that particular study period is not different in some
important way. To the extent that the researcher cannot assure that each
member of a population has a known probability of being selected for
the research sample used in the impact evaluation, external validity is
threatened.

Considerations of external validity also apply to the sites in a
multisite program. When criminal justice evaluations are limited to spe-
cific sites, they may or may not be representative of the population of
sites in which the program is, or could be, implemented. Berk’s (2003)
study of a prison classification system assessed impact at several correc-
tional facilities in California, but not all of them. The representativeness
of the sites studied will depend on how they are selected and can be
assured only if they are a random sample of the whole population of
sites. It is important not to confuse the level at which an inference can be
made; for example, a researcher may select a sample of subjects from a
single prison but interpret the results as if they generalized to the popu-
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lation of prisons. In the absence of additional information, the only
strictly valid statistical generalization is to the prisoners from which the
subject sample was drawn. An assumption that the program would work
equally well in a prison with different characteristics and a different of-
fender population may be questionable.

STATISTICAL POWER

Another important design consideration for impact evaluations is sta-
tistical power, that is, the ability of the research design to detect a pro-
gram effect of a given magnitude at a stipulated level of statistical signifi-
cance. If a study has low statistical power it means that it is likely to lead
to a statistically nonsignificant finding even if there is a meaningful pro-
gram impact. Such studies are “designed for failure”—an effective pro-
gram has no reasonable chance of showing a statistically significant effect.

Statistical power is a function of the nature and number of units on
which outcome data are collected (sample size), as well as the variability
and measurement of the data and the magnitude of the program effect (if
any) to be detected. It is common for criminal justice evaluations to ignore
statistical power and equally common for them to lack adequate power to
provide a sensitive test of the effectiveness of the treatments they evaluate
(Brown, 1989; Weisburd, Petrosino, and Mason, 1993). An underpowered
evaluation that does not find significant program effects cannot be cor-
rectly interpreted as a failure of the program, though that is often the
conclusion implied (Weisburd, Lum, and Yang, 2003). For example, if a
randomized experiment included only 30 cases each for the intervention
and control conditions, and the effect of the intervention was a .40 recidi-
vism rate for the intervention group compared to .65 for the control group,
the likelihood that it would be found statistically significant at the p < .05
level in any one study is only about 50 percent though it is rather clearly a
large effect in practical terms.

Even when statistical power is examined in criminal justice evalua-
tions, the approach is frequently superficial. For example, it is common
for criminal justice evaluators to estimate statistical power for program
effects defined as “moderate” in size on the basis of Cohen’s (1988) gen-
eral suggestions. Effect sizes in crime and justice are often much smaller
than that, but this does not mean that they do not have practical signifi-
cance (Lipsey, 2000). In the recidivism example used above, a “small” ef-
fect size as defined by Cohen would correspond to the difference between
a .40 recidivism rate for the intervention group and .50 for the control
group. A reduction of this magnitude for a large criminal population,
however, would produce a very large societal benefit. It is important for
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evaluators to define at the outset the effect that is meaningful for the spe-
cific program and outcome that is examined.

The design components of a study are often interrelated so that ma-
nipulation of one component to increase statistical power may adversely
affect another component. In a review of criminal justice experiments in
sanctions, Weisburd et al. (1993) found that increasing sample size (which
is the most common method for increasing statistical power) often affects
the intensity of dosage in a study or the heterogeneity of the participants
examined. For example, in the RAND Intensive Probation experiments
(Petersilia and Turner, 1993), the researchers relaxed admissions require-
ments to the program in order to gain more cases. This led to the inclusion
of participants who were less likely to be affected by the treatment, and
thus made it more difficult to identify a treatment impact. Accordingly,
estimation of statistical power like other decisions that a researcher makes
in designing a project must be made in the context of the specific program
and practices examined.

AVOIDING THE BLACK BOX OF TREATMENT

Whether a program succeeds or fails in producing the intended ef-
fects, it is important to policy makers and practitioners to know exactly
what the program was that had those outcomes. Many criminal justice
evaluations suffer from the “black box” problem—a great deal of atten-
tion is given to the description of the outcome but little is directed toward
describing the nature of the program. For example, in the Kansas City
Preventive Patrol Experiment (Kelling et al., 1974), there was no direct
measure of the amount of patrol actually present in the three treatment
areas. Accordingly, there was no objective way to determine how the con-
ditions actually differed. It is thus important that a careful process evalu-
ation accompany an impact evaluation to provide descriptive informa-
tion on what happened during a study. Process evaluations should
include both qualitative and quantitative information to provide a full
picture of the program. If the evaluation then finds a significant effect, it
will be possible to clearly describe what produced it. Such description is
essential if a program is to be replicated at other sites or implemented
more broadly. If the evaluation does not find an effect (as in Kansas City),
the researcher is able to examine whether this was the result of a theory
failure or an implementation failure.

THE LIMITATIONS OF SINGLE STUDIES

It is not uncommon in criminal justice to draw broad policy conclu-
sions from a single study conducted at one site. The outcomes of such a
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study, however, may have more to do with the particular characteristics
of the agency or personnel involved than with the strengths or weaknesses
of the program itself. Note, for example, the variation Braga (2003) found
in the effects of hot spots policing across five randomized control group
studies. Similarly, a strong program impact in one jurisdiction may not
carry over to others that have offenders or victims drawn from different
ethnic communities or socioeconomic backgrounds (Berk, 1992; Sherman,
1992). This does not mean that single-site studies cannot be useful for
drawing conclusions about program effects or developing policy, only
that caution must be used to avoid overgeneralizing their significance.

Such circumstances highlight the importance of conducting multiple
studies and integrating their findings so that meaningful conclusions can
be drawn. The most common technique for integrating results from im-
pact evaluation studies is meta-analysis or systematic review (Cooper,
1998). Meta-analysis allows the pooling of multiple studies in a specific
area of interest into a single analysis in which each study is an indepen-
dent observation. The main advantage of meta-analysis over traditional
narrative reviews is that it yields an estimate of the average size of the
intervention effect over a large number of studies while also allowing
analysis of the sources of variation across studies in those effects (Cooper
and Hedges, 1994; Lipsey and Wilson, 2001).

Another approach for overcoming the inherent weakness of single-
site studies is replication research. In this case, studies are replicated at
multiple sites within a broader program of study initiated by a funding
agency. The Spouse Assault Replication Program (Garner, Fagan, and
Maxwell, 1995) of the National Institute of Justice is an example of this
approach. In that study, as in other replication studies, it has been diffi-
cult to combine investigations into a single statistical analysis (e.g.,
Petersilia and Turner, 1993), and it is common for replication studies to be
discussed in ways similar to narrative reviews. A more promising ap-
proach, the multicenter clinical trial, is common in medical studies but is
rare in criminal justice evaluations (Fleiss, 1982; Stanley, Stjernsward, and
Isley, 1981). In multicenter clinical trials, a single study is conducted un-
der very strict controls across a sample of sites. Although multicenter tri-
als are rare in criminal justice evaluations, Weisburd and Taxman (2000)
described the design of one such trial that involved innovative drug treat-
ments. In this case a series of centers worked together to develop a com-
mon set of treatments and common protocols for measuring outcomes.
The multicenter approach enhances external validity by supporting infer-
ences not only to the respondent samples at each site, but also to the more
general population that the sites represent collectively.
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How Should the
Evaluation Be Implemented?

Many of the problems that result in unsuccessful impact evalua-
tions come about because the evaluation plan was not carried
out as intended, not because the evaluation was poorly de-

signed. Some of the more common areas in which study designs break
down in implementation are:

• failure to obtain the necessary number of cases to construct treat-
ment and control groups and/or attain sufficient statistical power;

• failure to acquire a suitable comparison group in quasi-experi-
mental studies;

• attrition, especially when it affects the treatment and control groups
differently;

• dilution of the service delivery that weakens the program being
tested; and

• failure to identify essential covariates or obtain measures of them
in observational studies.

Problems such as these undermine the validity of the conclusions an
impact evaluation can support and, if serious, can keep the study from
being completed in any useful form. This section describes procedures
that can reduce the likelihood of implementation problems and determine
when an evaluation that is not likely to yield useful results should be
aborted. The discussion is divided into subsections for actions that can be
taken prior to awarding and during the evaluation contract. The common
theme across these subsections is that forethought, careful planning, and
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informed monitoring can minimize problems associated with the imple-
mentation of an impact evaluation.

STEPS THAT CAN BE TAKEN PRIOR TO AWARDING THE
EVALUATION CONTRACT

Developing an Effective Request for Proposals (RFP)

As noted in Chapter 2, an initial step for ensuring a high-quality
evaluation is a well-developed account of the questions that need to be
answered and the form such answers should take to be useful to the in-
tended audience. These considerations, in turn, have rather direct impli-
cations for the design and implementation of an impact evaluation. The
usual vehicle for translating this critical background information into
guidelines and expectations for the evaluation design and implementa-
tion is a Request for Proposal (RFP) circulated to potential evaluators. An
RFP that is based on solid information about the nature and circum-
stances of the program to be evaluated should encourage prospective
evaluators to plan for the likely implementation problems. For instance,
a thorough RFP might prompt the applicant to provide (a) a power analy-
sis to support the proposed number of cases; (b) evidence that supports
the claim that a sufficient number of cases will be available (e.g., pilot
study results or analysis of agency data showing that the number of cases
that fit the selection criteria were available in a recent period); (c) a care-
fully considered plan for actually obtaining the necessary number of
cases; and (d) a management plan for overseeing and correcting, if neces-
sary, the process of recruitment of cases for the study.

When such background information is not provided in the RFP, it
will fall to the evaluation contractor to discover it and adapt the evalua-
tion plans accordingly. In such circumstances, the RFP and the terms of
the evaluation contract must allow such flexibility. In addition, consider-
ation must be given to the possibility that the discovery process will re-
veal circumstances that make successful implementation of the evalua-
tion unlikely. Where there is significant uncertainty about the feasibility
of an impact evaluation, a two-step contracting process would be advis-
able, with the first step focusing on developing background information
and formulating the evaluation plan and the second step, if warranted,
being the implementation of that plan and completion of the evaluation.

Funding agencies and evaluators have used a number of approaches
to developing the information needed to formulate an instructive RFP or
planning the evaluation directly. Site visits, for example, are one common
way to assess whether essential resources such as space, equipment, and
staff will be available to the evaluation project and to ensure that key local
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partners are on board. An especially probing version of a site visit is a
structured evaluability assessment of the sort described in Chapter 2. The
distinctive function of an evaluability assessment is to focus specifically
on questions critical to determining if a program is appropriate for impact
evaluation and how such an evaluation would be feasible (Wholey, 1994).
Prior process evaluations, as described in earlier chapters, may also pro-
vide detailed program information useful for developing an RFP and
planning the impact evaluation.

When there are questions about the availability of a sufficient number
of participants to meet the requirements of an evaluation study, a “pipe-
line” analysis may be appropriate (Shadish, Cook, and Campbell, 2002).
Pipeline studies are conducted prior to the actual evaluation as a pilot test
of the specific procedures for identifying the cases that will be selected for
an evaluation according to the planned eligibility criteria. They address
the unfortunately common situation in which what appears to be an ample
number of potential participants in the evaluation sharply diminishes
when the actual selection is made. An illustration of the need for a pipe-
line analysis is presented in Box 5-1.

Similarly, pilot or feasibility studies can test important procedures
such as randomization and consent, for example, to determine what ef-
fects they may have on sample attrition. A preliminary study of this sort
also provides an opportunity to discover other aspects of the program
circumstances that may present problems or have implications for how
the evaluation is designed. The evaluation reported by Berk (2003) of a
prison classification scheme and that reported by Chamberlain (2003) of
Multidimensional Treatment Foster Care for delinquents, for instance,
both built on preliminary studies conducted before the main evaluation.
For complex evaluations, a design advisory group consisting of experts in
evaluation methodology and study design might be funded to assist in
developing an evaluation plan that is informed by the findings from what-
ever preliminary studies have been conducted.

Development of the RFP and interpretation of available information
about the program circumstances must also consider issues related to how
the evaluation is organized. Common models include configuration of
the evaluation through one or more local evaluation teams, a national
evaluator working directly with the local site(s), or a national evaluator
working with local teams. Local evaluation teams have the advantage of
proximity and the opportunity to develop close working relationships
with the program, factors that facilitate implementation of the evaluation
plan and effective quality control monitoring. However, they are not al-
ways able to marshal the level of expertise and experience available to a
national team and, in multisite evaluations, obtaining comparable designs
and outcome data across different local teams is often difficult. Prelimi-
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BOX 5-1
Pipeline Analyses and Pilot Testing

A recent randomized trial funded by the National Institute on Drug
Abuse testing the effects of the Strengthening Families Program for reduc-
ing drug use and antisocial behavior in a large, urban population encoun-
tered major challenges with recruitment and retention of participants
(Gottfredson et al., 2004). Of 1,403 families recruited, only 1,036 regis-
tered and, of those, only 715 showed up to complete the pretest. Then,
only 68 percent of these pretested families who had been randomly as-
signed to the intervention attended at least one session of the program.
Although the research plan anticipated some attrition, the actual rate was
much higher. In this instance, a pipeline analysis that conducted prelimi-
nary focused assessments of the likely yield at each step of the process
would have helped avoid these problems. Surfacing the recruitment and
retention problems earlier would then have allowed them to be better an-
ticipated in the evaluation design.

This same study provides an example of how pilot-testing the random-
ization procedures might reveal problems that could weaken the study
design. This evaluation design involved three intervention conditions (equal
numbers of sessions of child skills training only, parent skills training only,
and parent and child skills training plus family skills training) compared
with a minimal treatment control condition. Part way into the study it was
discovered that families assigned to the parent skills only condition were
significantly less likely to attend the program than families assigned to the
other conditions, probably because they thought that their children, rather
than themselves, needed the help. This differential attendance potentially
compromised the comparison across conditions because any difference
favoring the child-only and family conditions might have been attributed to
the greater number of contact hours rather than the content of the program.

A preliminary year of funding for piloting study procedures and con-
ducting pipeline analyses would have strengthened this study by alerting
the investigators to the challenges so that they could refine the procedures
before the study began.

nary investigations and input from an advisory panel that attends directly
to the question of how best to organize the evaluation may be especially
important for large multisite projects.

Site visits, evaluability assessments, pipeline analyses, and other such
preliminary investigations, of course, add to the cost of an evaluation and
are often used, if at all, only for large projects. Those costs, however, must
be balanced against the potentially greater cost of funding an evaluation
that ultimately fails to be implemented well enough to produce useful
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results. Preliminary studies cannot ensure that problems will not arise
during the course of the actual evaluation project. Nonetheless, they do
help surface some of the potentially more serious problems so they can be
handled beforehand or a decision made about whether to go ahead with
the evaluation.

Reviewing Evaluation Proposals

Knowledgeable reviewers can contribute not only to the selection of
sound evaluation proposals but also to improving the methodological
quality and potential for successful implementation of those selected. The
comments and suggestions of reviewers experienced in designing and
implementing impact evaluations may identify weak areas and needed
revision in even the highest scoring evaluation proposals under review.
An agency can reduce the likelihood of implementation problems by us-
ing these comments and suggestions to require changes in the evaluation
design before a grant or contract is awarded.

Obtaining good advice about ways to improve the design and imple-
mentation of the most promising evaluation proposals, of course, requires
that those reviewing the proposals have relevant expertise. In areas like
criminal justice where there are strong conflicting opinions about meth-
ods of evaluation, it is critical to develop and maintain balanced review
panels. When it is necessary for these panels to deal with proposals in-
volving widely different evaluation methodologies, the reviewers collec-
tively must be broad minded and eclectic enough to make reasoned com-
parisons of the relative merits of different approaches. One advantage of
an agency process that produces RFPs that are well-developed and spe-
cific with regard to the relevant questions and preferred design is that
review panels can be configured to represent expertise distinctive to the
stipulated methods. Under these circumstances, a specialized panel will
be more likely to provide advice that will improve the design and imple-
mentation plans of the more attractive proposals as well as better judge
their initial quality.

Agencies often struggle to design and carry out review processes that
meet high standards of scientific quality while maintaining fairness and
representation of diverse views. They may, for instance, include practi-
tioners as well as scientific reviewers to ensure that the research funded
has policy relevance. Diversity that extends much beyond research exper-
tise in impact evaluation, however, will dilute rather than strengthen the
ability of a review panel to select and improve evaluation proposals. This
is an especially important consideration if impact evaluations that meet
high scientific standards are desired. Practitioners rarely have the train-
ing and experience necessary to provide sound judgments on research
methods and implementation, though their input may be very helpful for
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defining agency priorities and identifying significant programs for evalu-
ation. If practitioner views on the policy relevance of specific evaluation
proposals are desired, a two-stage review would be the best approach.
The policy relevance of the programs under consideration for evaluation
would be first judged by knowledgeable policy makers, practitioners, and
researchers. Proposals that pass this screen would then receive a scientific
review from a panel of well-qualified researchers. The review panels at
this second stage could then focus solely on the scientific merit and likeli-
hood of successful implementation of the proposed research.

For purposes of obtaining careful reviews and sound advice for im-
proving proposals, standing review committees rather than ad hoc ones
have much to recommend them. The National Institutes of Health (NIH),
for example, utilizes standing review committees with a rotating mem-
bership. This contrasts with other agencies, such as the National Institute
of Justice, whose review committees are composed anew for each compe-
tition. A higher level of prestige is often associated with membership on a
standing committee, making it more attractive to senior researchers. Mem-
bers of standing panels also learn from each other and from prior propos-
als in ways that may improve the quality of their reviews and advice. In
addition, standing panels become part of the infrastructure of the agency
and develop an institutional memory helpful in maintaining consistency
in reviews over time.

Regardless of the form of the review panel, reviewers benefit from
structure in the review process. A helpful aid, for instance, is a checklist or
code sheet that includes guidelines for the level of rigor expected for dif-
ferent features of the research methods (e.g., basic design, measurement,
etc.) and characteristic implementation issues (e.g., adequate samples,
availability of data) for different types of studies. Such a list helps ensure
thorough and consistent reviews and, if revised to incorporate prior expe-
rience, becomes a comprehensive guide to potential shortcomings in the
design or implementation plans under consideration. Also, if included in
the request for proposal, this list will encourage proposal authors to ad-
dress the known problem areas and include sufficient detail for the result-
ing plans to be judged.

Formulating a Management Plan

Although agencies do not always require a detailed list of tasks to be
completed by certain dates as part of an evaluation proposal, a clear plan
in advance of the award can facilitate later project management. Such a
plan could be required as a first step by a contractor or grantee selected to
conduct an evaluation project. This plan would spell out specific mile-
stones in the evaluation that must be reached by certain dates in order for
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the evaluation to proceed on schedule, for example, the successful recruit-
ment of sites, configuration of experimental groups, and enrollment of
subjects. A sound management plan would also identify critical bench-
marks or events that must occur in order for the project to proceed toward
successful implementation, e.g., letters of commitment from crucial local
partners.

Written memoranda of understanding (MOUs) with key partners are
another strategy that can help keep a project on track during the imple-
mentation phase. Such MOUs might be required with all critical partners
who have committed important resources (such as personnel to screen
potential participants or to provide certain data). In many cases, the evalu-
ator does not have the clout necessary to obtain the needed commitments.
The funding agency may be in a better position to approach local agencies
(e.g., police, corrections, schools) to obtain their cooperation.

Despite the best efforts to ensure a sound and feasible plan for the
evaluation, some impact evaluations will encounter major problems.
However, some of those evaluations may nonetheless be salvageable if
additional resources are available for the efforts required to overcome the
problems. For example, in a multisite trial of domestic violence programs,
one site may experience major difficulties unrelated to the study and be
forced to close or considerably reduce its services. Potential replacement
sites might be available, but the investigator may not have funds for re-
cruitment and start-up in a new site. In this situation, augmenting the
award with the funds necessary to add the replacement sites may be a
more cost-effective option than allowing a diminished study to go for-
ward. To cover such eventualities, agencies must maintain an emergency
fund as a component of their budgeting for evaluation projects with well-
specified procedures and guidelines for using it. Such a fund will be coun-
terproductive, however, if it is not carefully directed toward solvable
problems that obstruct what otherwise is a high probability of a success-
ful evaluation project.

STEPS THAT CAN BE TAKEN AFTER AWARDING THE
EVALUATION CONTRACT

The typical grant monitoring process requires periodic reporting by
the grantee. For larger projects, more intensive monitoring is often used.
This process is greatly facilitated when there is a detailed management
plan (as described earlier) against which the agency staff can compare
actual progress. When such a plan exists, agency staff can take a proactive
approach to project monitoring by having telephone conferences at criti-
cal times to track the achievement of important milestones and bench-
marks. The scale of criminal justice evaluation research is small enough
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that even one failed evaluation that could have been salvaged through
early detection of problems and corrective actions is an important lost
opportunity.

For larger and more complex impact evaluations, technical advisory
panels incorporated into the monitoring process may expand the range of
expertise for anticipating and resolving implementation problems that
arise. Agencies might, for instance, use standing committees of research-
ers—perhaps the same committees that review proposals—to periodically
review the scientific aspects of the work and recommend agency re-
sponses. Site visits by a technical advisory panel could, for instance, offer
valuable advice about recruitment strategies and data collection. As a last
resort, the technical panel may suggest early termination of an evaluation
to conserve resources for more promising research. Such visiting panels
are a standard tool in NIH multisite clinical trial management. Properly
conceived and constructed they can be perceived as helpful rather than
threatening.

It is common practice to monitor evaluation projects more carefully in
the first year than in later years. Although it is clearly important to watch
such projects closely in the critical early stages, it is also important to rec-
ognize that serious problems can develop in later stages. It is not unusual
for evaluation procedures to be circumvented as those associated with a
program become more familiar with them. For example, the program staff
may learn over time how to manipulate a randomization procedure by
altering the order in which cases are presented for randomization. Also,
selective reporting to favor the program and even outright falsification of
records may slowly creep in. Vigilance throughout the course of the evalu-
ation project is required to catch such changes.

Other mechanisms that can be used to enhance project success after
funding include meetings of evaluators of similar projects and cluster
conferences for evaluators. Several agencies may use such meetings to
provide a forum in which challenges and potential solutions can be dis-
cussed. These interactions may be especially helpful when the programs
being evaluated are similar, as in multisite projects with different local
evaluators.

An extension of this idea is the inclusion of outside expert researchers
who are well respected in meetings with the evaluators. Such experts can
comment on the progress of the effort and offer helpful advice. These re-
searchers might be members of a standing review committee such as that
described earlier who are already familiar with the work. Or, evaluators
can simply be put in contact with veteran researchers who have experi-
enced similar challenges in other projects. Of course, many veteran re-
searchers have social networks on which they depend for such advice.
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But less experienced researchers or even experienced researchers who are
new to a certain type of research would often benefit from consultation
with others. Agencies might maintain a directory of experienced research-
ers who could be called upon to consult with grantees as situations arise.
Advisory boards are often created for this purpose and may be especially
helpful on large and complex projects.
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6

What Organizational Infrastructure
and Procedures Support

High-Quality Evaluation?

Adequate funding is a prerequisite for sustaining a critical mass of
timely and high-quality impact evaluations distributed over the
criminal justice programs of national and regional policy inter-

est. Relative to the resources devoted to studying the effectiveness of in-
terventions in health and education, those available from all sources for
evaluation of criminal justice programs are meager (Sherman 2004). This
limitation constrains the potential quantity of criminal justice program
evaluation and inhibits allocation of sufficient funding for high-quality
research in any given evaluation project. The reality of this constraint
makes it especially important for any agency funding criminal justice
evaluation to prioritize evaluation projects in ways that provide the great-
est amount of credible and useful information for each investment.

Effective prioritizing, in turn, requires a funding agency to maintain a
strategic planning function designed to focus evaluation resources where
they will make the most difference. Such planning must include an ongo-
ing effort to scan the horizon for pertinent policy issues and identify
emerging information needs, survey the field, and assess prospects for
evaluation. In is not sufficient, however, to only monitor the state of the
science and literature in criminal justice. The evolving political agenda
must be understood as well so that policy makers’ need for information
about criminal justice programs can be anticipated to the extent possible.

One important organizational implication of this circumstance is that
agencies supporting evaluation research must have effective ongoing
mechanisms for obtaining input from practitioners, policy makers, and
researchers about priorities for program evaluation. Typical procedures
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for accomplishing this include scanning of relevant information sources
and interaction with networks of key informants by knowledgeable pro-
gram staff, consultation via advisory boards or study groups, and strate-
gic planning studies.

As mentioned in the previous chapter, it may be problematic to com-
bine the functions of setting priorities for program evaluation with those
of reviewing proposals for evaluation of specific programs. Practitioner
and policy maker perspectives are critical to setting priorities that ad-
vance practice and policy, but of limited value for assessing the quality
of proposed evaluation research. Conversely, the current state of research
evidence about criminal justice programs, especially emerging and inno-
vative ideas, is relevant to strategic planning for evaluation but the per-
spective of researchers on what best serves practice and policy is gener-
ally limited.

Obtaining well-informed and thoughtful input from practitioners,
policy makers, and researchers in their respective areas of expertise re-
quires that an agency have ready access to quality consultants and re-
viewers. Moreover, those consultants and reviewers must be willing to
serve on advisory boards, review panels, and the like. It follows that an
agency that wishes to set effective priorities and sponsor high-quality pro-
gram evaluation must include personnel who maintain networks of con-
tacts with outside experts and attend to the incentives that encourage such
persons to participate in the pertinent agency processes. Correspondingly,
the relevant staff must be supported with opportunities for participation
in conferences and similar events that allow personal interactions and
monitoring of developments in the field. They must also have time within
the scope of their official duties to monitor and assimilate information
from the respective research, practitioner, and policy literatures.

AGENCY STAFF RESPONSIBLE FOR EVALUATION

Given well-developed priorities for evaluation, the functions related
to developing and supporting quality evaluations include more than the
ability to assemble and work with qualified review panels. As discussed
in the previous chapter, formulation of an RFP that provides clear and
detailed guidance for development of strong evaluation proposals, and
the preliminary site visits, feasibility studies, or evaluability assessments
that may be necessary to do that well can also be significant to the ulti-
mate quality and successful implementation of impact evaluations. After
an evaluation is commissioned, knowledgeable participation in the moni-
toring process is also an important function for the responsible agency
personnel. In addition, such personnel may be expected to respond to
questions from policy makers and practitioners about research evidence
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for the effectiveness of the programs evaluated. For instance, staff may be
asked to provide an assessment of what interventions are thought to work
and what promising new interventions are on the horizon.

These various functions are best undertaken by staff members who
understand research methodology and the underlying principles of the
interventions. Moreover, given the diverse methods applicable to the
evaluation of criminal justice programs, it would be an advantage for the
responsible staff members to have broad research training and not be
strongly identified with any particular methodological camp. The selec-
tion of personnel for these positions is an important agency function. Op-
portunities for appropriate professional development, such as further
methodological training or short-term placement in other funding agen-
cies, may also be beneficial to enable staff to stay current with method-
ological and conceptual advances in the field. Other ways of enhancing
the evaluation and program expertise resident in the agency include host-
ing outside experts as visiting fellows, supporting advanced graduate stu-
dent interns, and regular engagement with a standing advisory board.

High-quality evaluation research occurs most readily in an organiza-
tional context in which the culture and leadership clearly value and nur-
ture such research and the associated concept of evidence-based decision-
making (GAO, 2003b; Garner and Visher, 2003; Palmer and Petrosino,
2003). This support includes attracting and retaining well-qualified pro-
fessional staff, encouraging the sharing and use of information, and
proactively identifying opportunities to push the evidence base in the di-
rection of decision-making priorities. These considerations, and those dis-
cussed above, suggest that sound evaluation will be best developed and
administered through a designated evaluation unit with clear responsi-
bility for the quality of the resulting projects. To function effectively in
this role, such a unit needs a dedicated budget and relative independence
from program and political influence that might compromise the integ-
rity of the evaluation research. Such a unit would also require staff with
research backgrounds as well as practical experience and sufficient conti-
nuity to develop expertise in the essential functions particular to the pro-
grams and evaluations of the agency.

RELATIONSHIPS WITH OTHER AGENCIES AND
EVALUATION OPPORTUNITIES

Given limited resources for evaluating criminal justice programs and
policies, opportunities for agencies to leverage resources through collabo-
rative relationships with other organizations offer potential advantages.
One direct approach is through partnerships for sponsoring evaluation
with organizations that share those interests. Many criminal justice top-
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ics, such as substance abuse and violence, are of interest to federal agen-
cies and foundations outside the ambit of the National Institute of Justice,
the major federal funder of criminal justice evaluation research. Other or-
ganizations, such as the Campbell Collaboration, engage in evaluation
activities that routinely involve networks of prominent researchers and
relevant organizations.

An especially productive form of collaboration occurs when a high-
quality evaluation can “piggy back” on funding for a criminal justice ser-
vice program. Funding for service programs often includes support for
evaluation and data collection, and may even require it. Supplements that
enhance the quality and utility of these embedded evaluations in selected
circumstances are a cost-effective strategy for maximizing the value of
research dollars. These opportunities can be developed by building col-
laborative relationships with agencies and units that fund service pro-
grams and may have the additional advantage of helping promote evalu-
ation as a standard practice rather than a unique event. It should be noted
that such interaction between service funding and evaluation implemen-
tation is in keeping with the increased advocacy for evidence-based policy
that has occurred in recent years.

Impact evaluations frequently involve collaboration with the criminal
justice programs being evaluated. However, the programs are often not
enthusiastic collaborators and, in many instance, evaluators must seek
programs willing to volunteer to participate in the evaluation. Difficulty
in recruiting such reluctant volunteers, as noted earlier, is one of the re-
curring problems of implementation for impact evaluations. In this con-
text, a critical function for an agency sponsoring impact evaluation is find-
ing ways to ensure the participation of the programs for which evaluation
is desired. The most effective procedure is for program agreement to par-
ticipate in an external evaluation to be a condition of program funding,
even if that option is not always exercised by the evaluation sponsor. Pro-
grams that accept external funding but are not willing to be evaluated or,
perhaps even actively resist any such attempt, undermine both the devel-
opment of knowledge about effective programs and the principle of ac-
countability for programs that receive outside funding.

A relevant function for major funders of criminal justice evaluations,
therefore, is to exercise what influence and advocacy they can to encour-
age agencies that fund programs, including their own, to require partici-
pation in evaluation when asked unless there are compelling reasons to
the contrary. A related function is to facilitate participation by offering
effective incentives to the candidate programs and supporting them in
ways that help minimize any disruption or inconvenience associated with
participation in an impact evaluation.
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EFFECTIVE USE OF EVALUATION RESULTS

To influence policy and practice in constructive ways, the findings of
impact evaluations must be disseminated in an accessible manner to
policy makers and practitioners. A less obvious function, however, is the
integration of the findings into the cumulative body of evaluation research
in a way that facilitates program improvement and broader knowledge
about program effectiveness. This function has several different aspects.
Most fundamentally, agencies that sponsor evaluation research must
make the results available, with full technical details, to the research com-
munity in a timely manner. They may garner praise but, especially for
important programs and policies, are at least equally likely to attract criti-
cism. This response may not be gratifying to the sponsoring agency, but
the importance of review and discussion of evaluation studies by a critical
scientific community cannot be overestimated for purposes of improving
evaluation methods and practice as the field evolves.

Potentially encompassed in critical reviews are re-analyses of the data
using different models or assumptions and attempts to reconcile diver-
gent findings across evaluation studies. Scrutiny at this level of detail,
and the value of what can be learned from that endeavor, of course, are
dependent upon access to the data collected in the evaluation. Making
such data freely available at an appropriate time and encouraging re-
analysis and critique will, in the long run, improve both the evaluations
commissioned by the sponsoring agency and general practice in the field.
It has the additional value of providing a second (and sometimes third
and fourth) opinion about the credibility and utility of evaluation find-
ings that might significantly influence policy or practice. As such, it can
reduce the potential for inappropriate use of misleading results.

The value of close review of impact evaluation studies is not confined
to those that are successfully implemented and completed. As discussed
in Chapter 1, many evaluations fail for reasons of poor design or inad-
equate implementation. The sponsoring agency and the evaluation field
generally can learn much of value for future practice by investigating the
circumstances associated with failed evaluations and the problems that
led to that failure. For these reasons, it will be useful for an agency to
routinely conduct “post-mortems” on unsuccessful projects so that the
reasons for failure can be better understood and integrated into the selec-
tion and planning of future evaluation projects. To allow comparison and
better identification of distinctive sources of problems, similar reviews
could be conducted on successful projects as well.

Another consideration regarding the use of evaluation studies has to
do with the limitations of individual studies that were discussed in Chap-
ter 4. Impact evaluations, by their nature, are focused on assessing the
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effects of a particular program at a particular time on particular partici-
pants. Any given evaluation thus has limited inherent generalizability. It
is for this reason that evaluation researchers and policy makers are in-
creasingly turning to the systematic synthesis or meta-analysis of mul-
tiple impact studies of a type of program for robust and generalizable
indications of program effectiveness (Petrosino et al., 2003b; Sherman et
al., 1997). Contributing studies to such synthesis activities, and providing
support to those activities, therefore, are relevant functions for an agency
that sponsors significant amounts of impact evaluation research. Indeed,
a promising model for managing evaluation research is to combine ongo-
ing research synthesis and meta-analysis by agency staff or contractors,
funding of studies in identified gaps in the knowledge base, and occa-
sional larger scale studies in areas where resolving uncertainty is of high
value.

DEVELOPING AND SUPPORTING THE
TOOLS FOR EVALUATION

Conducting high-quality impact evaluations of criminal justice pro-
grams is often hampered by methodological limitations. No one with ex-
perience conducting such evaluations would argue that available meth-
ods are as fully developed and useful as they could be and even those—
such as randomized experiments—that are generally well developed are
often difficult to adapt without compromise when applied to operational
programs in the field. Moreover, improvements and useful new tech-
niques in evaluation methods in criminal justice are inhibited by limited
support for methodological development. A relevant function for any
major agency that sponsors impact evaluation, therefore, is to contribute
to the improvement of evaluation methods.

There are at least two readily identifiable domains of methodological
problems in criminal justice evaluation. One has to do with the availabil-
ity and adequacy of data for relevant indicators of program outcomes. For
criminal justice programs, the outcomes of interest generally have to do
with the prevalence of criminal or delinquent offenses or, conversely, vic-
timization. For local data collections, there is little standardization for how
such outcomes should be measured and little empirical work to examine
how different approaches affect the results. Thus different studies mea-
sure recidivism in different ways and over different time periods and
varying self-report instruments are used to assess victimization. For evalu-
ation projects that rely on pre-existing data, e.g., crime data from the Uni-
form Crime Reports (UCR), it is often difficult to find variables that match
the specific outcomes of interest and to disaggregate the data to the rel-
evant program site. Multisite studies, in turn, require a common core of
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data to permit comparison of results across sites, but these must usually
be developed ad hoc because there are few standards and little basis for
identifying the most relevant measures.

There is much that the agencies that sponsor criminal justice evalua-
tions might do to help alleviate these problems. Most directly, work
should be supported on outcome measurement aimed at improving pro-
gram evaluation and establishing cross-project comparability when pos-
sible. It would be especially valuable for evaluation projects if a compen-
dium of scales and items for measuring criminal justice outcomes and the
intermediate variables frequently used in criminal justice evaluations
could be developed or identified and promoted for general use. Grantees
could be asked to select measures from this compendium when appropri-
ate to the evaluation issues. Also, public-use dataset delivery could be
incorporated into grant and contract requirements and existing datasets
could be expanded to include replication at other sites. Small-scale data
augmentation and measurement development projects could be added to
large evaluation projects.

The other area in which significant methodological development is
needed relates to the research design component of impact evaluations.
For the crucial issue of estimating program effects, randomized designs
can be difficult to use in many applications and impossible in some and
observational studies depend heavily on statistical modeling and
assumptions about the influence of uncontrolled variables. Improve-
ments are possible on both fronts. Creative adaptations of randomized
designs to operational programs and fuller development of strong quasi-
experimental designs, such as regression discontinuity, hold the poten-
tial to greatly improve the quality of impact evaluations. Similarly, im-
provements in statistical modeling and the related area of selection
modeling for nonrandomized quasi-experiments could significantly ad-
vance evaluation practice in criminal justice.

As with measurement issues, there is much that agencies interested in
high-quality impact evaluations could do to advance methodological im-
provement in evaluation design, and at relatively modest cost. Design-
side studies could be added to large evaluation projects; for instance, small
quasi-experimental control groups of different sorts to compare with ran-
domized controls and supplementary data collections that allowed explo-
ration of potentially important control variables for statistical modeling.
Where small-scale or pilot evaluation studies are appropriate, innovative
designs could be tried out to build more experience and better under-
standing of them. Secondary analysis of existing data and simulations
with contrived data could also be supported to explore certain critical
design issues. In similar spirit, meta-analysis of existing studies could be
undertaken with a focus on methodological influences in contrast to the
typical meta-analytic orientation to program effects.
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7

Summary, Conclusions,
and Recommendations:

Priorities and Focus

Effective policy in many areas of criminal justice depends on the abil-
ity of various programs to reduce crime or protect potential victims.
However, evaluations of criminal justice programs will not have practi-
cal and policy significance if the programs are not sufficiently well-
developed for the results to have generality or no audience is interested
in the results. Moreover, questions about program effects, which are usu-
ally those with the greatest generality and potential practical significance,
are not necessarily appropriate for all programs. Allocating limited evalu-
ation resources productively, therefore, requires careful prioritizing of
the programs to be evaluated and the questions to be asked about their
performance. This observation leads to the following recommendations:

• Agencies that sponsor and fund evaluations of criminal justice pro-
grams should routinely assess and prioritize the evaluation opportunities
within their scope. Resources should mainly be directed toward programs
for which there is (a) the greatest potential for practical and policy signifi-
cance from the knowledge expected to result and (b) the circumstances
are amenable to research capable of producing the intended knowledge.
Priorities for evaluation should also include consideration of the evalua-
tion questions most important to answer (e.g., process or impact) and the
aspect(s) of the program on which to focus the evaluation.

• For public agencies such as the National Institute of Justice, that
process should involve input from practitioners and policy makers, as
well as researchers, about the practical significance of the knowledge
likely to be generated from evaluations of various types of criminal jus-
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tice programs and the appropriate priorities to apply. However, this is
distinct from assessment of specific proposals for evaluation that respond
to those priorities, a task for which the expertise of practitioners and
policy makers is poorly suited relative to that of experienced evaluation
researchers.

BACKGROUND CHECK FOR PROGRAMS
CONSIDERED FOR EVALUATION

There are many preconditions for an impact evaluation of a criminal
justice program to have a reasonable chance of producing valid and use-
ful knowledge. The program must be sufficiently well-defined to be repli-
cable, the program circumstances and personnel must be amenable to an
evaluation study, the requirements of the research design must be attain-
able (appropriate samples, data, comparison groups, and the like), the
political environment must be stable enough for the program to be main-
tained during the evaluation, and a research team with adequate exper-
tise must be available to conduct the evaluation. These preconditions can-
not be safely assumed to hold for any particular program nor can an
evaluation team be expected to locate and recruit a program that meets
these preconditions if it has not been identified in advance of commis-
sioning the evaluation. Moreover, once the program to be evaluated has
been identified, certain key information about its nature and circum-
stances is necessary to develop an evaluation design that is feasible to
implement.

It follows that a sponsoring agency cannot launch an impact evalua-
tion with reasonable prospects for success unless the specific program to
be evaluated has been identified and background information gathered
about the feasibility of evaluation and what considerations must be incor-
porated into the design. Recommendations:

• The requisite background work may be done by an evaluator pro-
posing an evaluation prior to submitting the proposal. Indeed, evaluators
occasionally find themselves in fortuitous circumstances where conditions
are especially favorable for a high-quality impact evaluation. To stimulate
and capitalize on such situations, sponsoring agencies should devote some
portion of the funding available for evaluation to support (a) researchers
proposing early stages of evaluation that address issues of priority, feasi-
bility, and evaluability and (b) opportunistic funding of impact evalua-
tions proposed by researchers who find themselves in circumstances
where a strong evaluation of a significant criminal justice program can be
conducted.

• The requisite background work may be instigated by the agency
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sponsoring the evaluation of selected programs. To accomplish this, agen-
cies should support feasibility or design studies that assess the prospects
for a successful impact evaluation of each program of interest. Appropri-
ate preliminary investigations might include site visits, pipeline studies,
piloting data collection instruments and procedures, evaluability assess-
ments and the like. The results of these studies should then be used to
identify program situations where funding a full impact study is feasible
and warranted.

• The preconditions for successful impact evaluation can generally
be most easily attained when they are built into a program from the start.
Agencies that sponsor program initiatives should consider which new
programs may be significant candidates for impact evaluation. The pro-
gram initiative should then be configured to require or encourage as much
as possible the inclusion of the well-defined program structures, record
keeping and data collection, documentation of program activities, and
other such components supportive of an eventual impact evaluation.

SOUND EVALUATION DESIGN

Within the range of recognized research designs capable of assessing
program effects, there are inherent trade-offs that keep any one from be-
ing optimal for all circumstances. Careful consideration of the match be-
tween the design and the program circumstances and evaluation purposes
is required. Moreover, that consideration must be well-informed and
thoughtfully developed before an evaluation plan is accepted and imple-
mented. Although there are no simple answers to the question of which
designs best fit which evaluation problems, some guidelines can be ap-
plied when considering the approach to be used for a particular impact
evaluation.

• When requesting an impact evaluation, the sponsoring agency
should specify as completely as possible the evaluation questions to be
answered, the program sites expected to participate, the outcomes of in-
terest, and the preferred methods to be used. These specifications should
be informed by background information of the type described above.

• Development of the specifications for an impact evaluation (e.g.,
an RFP) and the review of proposals for conducting it should involve ex-
pert panels of evaluation researchers with diverse methodological back-
grounds and sufficient opportunity for them to explore and discuss the
trade-offs and potential associated with different approaches. The mem-
bers of these panels should be selected to represent evaluators whose own
work represents high methodological standards to avoid perpetuating the
weaker strands of evaluation practice in criminal justice.
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• Given the state of criminal justice knowledge, randomized experi-
mental designs should be favored in situations where it is likely that they
can be implemented with integrity and will yield useful results. This is
particularly the case where the intervention is applied to units for which
assignment to different conditions is feasible, e.g., individual persons or
clusters of moderate scope such as schools or centers.

• Before an impact evaluation design is implemented, the assump-
tions upon which its validity depends should be made explicit, the data
and analyses required to support credible conclusions about program ef-
fects should be identified, and the availability of the required data should
be demonstrated. This is especially important when observational or
quasi-experimental studies are used. Meeting the assumptions that are
required to produce results with high internal validity in such studies is
difficult and requires statistical models that are poorly understood by
laypeople and, indeed, many evaluation researchers.

• Research designs for assessing program effects should also address
such related matters as the generalizability of those effects, the causal
mechanisms that produce them, and the variables that moderate them
when feasible.

SUCCESSFUL IMPLEMENTATION OF THE EVALUATION PLAN

Even the most carefully developed designs and plans for impact
evaluation may encounter problems when they are implemented that
undermine their integrity and the value of their results. Arguably, imple-
mentation is a greater barrier to high-quality impact evaluation than
difficulties associated with formulating a sound design. High-quality
evaluation is most likely to occur when the design is tailored to the
respective program circumstances in a way that facilitates adequate
implementation, the program being evaluated understands, agrees to,
and fulfills its role in the evaluation, and problems that arise during
implementation are anticipated and dealt with promptly and effectively.
Recommendations:

• A well-developed and clearly-stated RFP is the first step in guard-
ing against implementation failure. An RFP that is based on solid infor-
mation about the nature and circumstances of the program to be evalu-
ated should encourage prospective evaluators to plan for the likely
implementation problems. If the necessary background information to
produce a strong RFP is not readily available, agencies should devote
sufficient resources during the RFP-development stage to generate it. Site
visits, evaluability assessments, pilot studies, pipeline analyses, and other
such preliminary investigations are recommended.
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• The application review process can also be used to enhance the
quality of implementation of funded evaluations. Knowledgeable review-
ers can contribute not only to the selection of sound evaluation proposals
but to improving the methodological quality and potential for successful
implementation of those selected. In order to strengthen the quality of
application reviews, a two-stage review is recommended whereby the
policy relevance of the programs under consideration for evaluation are
first judged by knowledgeable policy makers, practitioners, and research-
ers. Proposals that pass this screen then receive a scientific review from a
panel of well-qualified researchers. The review panels at this second stage
focus solely on the scientific merit and likelihood of successful implemen-
tation of the proposed research.

• The likelihood of a successful evaluation is greatly diminished
when it is imposed on programs that have not agreed voluntarily or as a
condition of funding to participate. Plans and commitments for impact
evaluation should be built into the design of programs during their devel-
opmental phase whenever possible. When the agency sponsoring the
evaluation also provides funding for the program being evaluated, the
terms associated with that funding should include participation in an
evaluation if selected and specification of recordkeeping and other pro-
gram procedures necessary to support the evaluation. Commissioning an
evaluation for which the evaluator must then find and recruit programs
willing to participate should be avoided. This practice not only compro-
mises the generalizability of the evaluation results, but it makes the suc-
cess of the evaluation overly dependent upon the happenstance circum-
stances of the volunteer programs and their willingness to continue their
cooperation as the evaluation unfolds.

• A detailed management plan should be developed for implemen-
tation of an impact evaluation that specifies the key events and activities
and associated timeline for both the evaluation team and the program. To
ensure that the role of the program and other critical partners is under-
stood and documented, memoranda of understanding should be drafted
and formally agreed to by the major parties.

• Knowledgeable staff of the sponsoring agency should monitor the
implementation of the evaluation, e.g., through conference calls and peri-
odic meetings with the evaluation team. Where appropriate the agency
may need to exercise its influence directly with local program partners to
ensure that commitments to the evaluation are honored.

• Especially for larger projects, implementation and problem solving
may be facilitated by support to the evaluation team in such forms as
meetings or cluster conferences of evaluators with similar projects for the
purpose of cross-project sharing and learning or consultation with advi-
sory groups of veteran researchers.
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• When arranging funding for impact evaluation projects, the spon-
soring agency should set aside an emergency fund to be used on an as-
needed basis to respond to unexpected problems and maintain implemen-
tation of an otherwise promising evaluation project.

IMPROVING THE TOOLS FOR EVALUATION RESEARCH

The research methods for conducting impact evaluation, the data re-
sources needed to adequately support it, and the integration and synthe-
sis of results for policy makers and researchers are all areas where the
basic tools need further development to advance high-quality evaluation
of criminal justice programs. Agencies such as NIJ with a major invest-
ment in evaluation should devote a portion of available funds to method-
ological development in areas such as the following:

• Research aimed at adapting and improving impact evaluation de-
signs for criminal justice applications; for example, development and vali-
dation of effective applications of alternative designs such as regression-
discontinuity, selection bias models for nonrandomized comparisons, and
techniques for modeling program effects with observational data.

• Development and improvement of new and existing databases in
ways that would better support impact evaluation of criminal justice pro-
grams and measurement studies that expand the repertoire of relevant
outcome variables and knowledge about their characteristics and relation-
ships for purposes of impact evaluation (e.g., self-report delinquency and
criminality, official records of arrests, convictions, and the like, measures
of critical mediators).

• Synthesis and integration of the findings of impact evaluations in
ways that inform practitioners and policy makers about the effectiveness
of different types of criminal justice programs and the characteristics of
the most effective programs of each type and that inform researchers
about gaps in the research and the influence of methodological variation
on evaluation results.

ORGANIZATIONAL SUPPORT FOR
HIGH-QUALITY EVALUATION

To support high-quality impact evaluation, the sponsoring agency
must itself incorporate sufficient expertise to help set effective and fea-
sible evaluation priorities, accomplish the background preparation neces-
sary to develop the specifications for evaluation projects, monitor imple-
mentation, and work well with expert advisory boards and review panels.
Maintaining such resident expertise, in turn, requires an organizational
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commitment to evaluation research and evidence-based decision making
within a culture of respect for these functions and the personnel respon-
sible for carrying them out. Recommendations:

• Agencies such as NIJ that sponsor a significant portfolio of evalua-
tion research in criminal justice should maintain a separate evaluation
unit with clear responsibility for developing and completing high-quality
evaluation projects. To be effective, such a unit will need a dedicated bud-
get, a certain amount of authority over the evaluation research budgets
and project selection, and independence from undue program and politi-
cal influence on the nature and implementation of the evaluation projects
undertaken.

• The agency personnel responsible for developing and overseeing
impact evaluation projects should include individuals with relevant re-
search backgrounds who are assigned to evaluation functions and main-
tained in those positions in ways that ensure continuity of experience with
the challenges of criminal justice evaluation, methodological develop-
ments, and the community of researchers available to conduct quality
evaluations.

• The unit and personnel responsible for developing and completing
evaluation projects should be supported by review and advisory panels
that provide expert consultation in developing RFPs, reviewing evalua-
tion proposals and plans, monitoring the implementation of evaluation
studies, and other such functions that must be performed well in order to
facilitate high-quality evaluation research.
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