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Research Note

EVALUABILITY ASSESSMENT
IN JUVENILE JUSTICE

A Case Example

James O. Finckenauer
Satenik Margaryan
Mercer L. Sullivan
School of Criminal Justice, Rutgers University–Newark

An evaluability assessment of three programs of the Juvenile Justice Commission of the
State of New Jersey was undertaken. Operation Hook-Up, the Hudson County YAP
Challenge Program, and the Monmouth County Bullying Prevention Project were as-
sessed. This included interviewing program personnel, site visits, reviewing the record-
keeping systems, and meeting with the staff of the Juvenile Justice Commission and of
the programs. This assessment enabled the researchers to acquire firsthand knowledge
of the programs that led to the development of tailored evaluation designs for two pro-
grams. This article describes the programs, the assessment, and the bases for our
recommendations.

Keywords: evaluability assessment; evaluation; juvenile justice; New Jersey

Evaluation, and specifically policy and program evaluation, is often talked about in
public policy circles. Indeed, it is a kind of sine qua non for policy “wonks.” This is espe-
cially so with respect to criminal justice policy. Talking about it and actually doing it are,
however, quite different things. This is because supporting evaluation—with all that en-
tails—is akin to supporting motherhood and apple pie. Who could possibly be opposed to
doing rigorous assessments of what we are doing, especially when we are doing it with the
taxpayers’ money? Well as it turns out, a lot of people are opposed. In other words, they
support evaluation in the abstract, but not with respect to specific program A or B, in which
they might have some vested interest in seeing A or B survive and grow. Or, they support
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only an evaluation that produces the results they want. Evaluations are unfortunately sub-
ject to being politicized and otherwise manipulated in ways and to purposes not envisaged
by the evaluators.

Given these and other realities about evaluation—that they are indeed costly, time-
consuming, difficult to do with respect to maintaining the integrity of the original design,
can be vastly unpopular if they do not produce the desired results, and so on—we describe
an approach that helps maneuver through this mine field. In our scenario, we make two as-
sumptions as reflected in our answers to the following questions: (a) Can you evaluate any-
thing in the criminal justice policy arena? Yes, we believe you can literally evaluate any-
thing at least in some way, at some level, and at some cost. (b) Should you therefore
evaluate everything? No, you should not. How then should you determine what you evalu-
ate and what you do not? The answer is to do an evaluability assessment, and that is the
subject of our article.

What Is Evaluability Assessment?

Evaluability assessment tests the readiness for evaluation. A rationale for doing so
was described in an internal National Institute of Justice (NIJ; 2002) evaluation strategy
paper:

It is not always possible to determine the impact of a project. Sometimes there is no clear
connection between what program operators say they want to accomplish and what they
actually do. Spending some modest funds to interview program staff, identify key pro-
gram elements, and assess the regularity of program efforts helps . . . develop design op-
tions and often protects against wasteful evaluation investments. (p. 2)

Is it worth committing the resources to actually do an evaluation? In addition, will decision
makers be likely to use the information produced?

An evaluability assessment should clearly precede any formal evaluation effort.
Rossi and Freeman (1985) define evaluability assessment as “a set of procedures for plan-
ning evaluations so that stakeholders’ interests are taken into account in order to maximize
the utility of the evaluation” (p. 60). The purpose is to determine whether a program is
evaluable and to what extent (Twain, 1983). In addition, evaluability assessment often is
used to determine whether evaluation is likely to contribute to improved program perfor-
mance and be a catalyst for program change (Thurston, Graham, & Hatfield, 2003; Wholey,
1994). As indicated above, this includes taking into consideration the commitment of pro-
gram administrators and other key decision makers to use whatever information might be
supplied by an evaluation. It is important to the success of the formal evaluation to achieve
the cooperation of administrators, staff, and other stakeholders in the program. Among the
aims of an evaluability assessment are to produce a systematic description of the program,
to pinpoint the key question or questions to be addressed by any evaluation, and if
warranted, to propose a formal evaluation.

Evaluability assessment is frequently utilized in studies of health services (Thurston
et al., 2003; Thurston & Potvin, 2003). Criminal justice researchers have recently started
utilizing evaluability assessments not only as a preliminary step to a formal evaluation but
also as a tool of improving program performance as well. For example, Matthews, Hub-
bard, & Latessa (2001) used an evaluability assessment as a tool for improving correctional
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programming. Poulin, Harris, and Jones (2000) used an evaluability assessment to deter-
mine how a Philadelphia delinquency prevention program actually defined success.

In this article, we describe an evaluability assessment of three programs operating un-
der the auspices of the Juvenile Justice Commission of the State of New Jersey. The three
programs (all in New Jersey) are called Operation Hook-Up, the Hudson County YAP
Challenge Aftercare Program, and the Monmouth County Bullying Prevention Project. Let
us begin with a brief description of the Commission and of the three programs.

The New Jersey Juvenile Justice Commission

The programs we assessed represent contracted services for juveniles and operate un-
der the oversight of the New Jersey Juvenile Justice Commission (NJ JJC). The Juvenile
Justice Commission (JJC) was created by statute in December of 1995 to centralize reform
efforts in the juvenile justice system of New Jersey (NJ JJC, 2002). Before its inception, the
state’s juvenile justice system was sprawled across three different departments in the execu-
tive branch of the state—the Departments of Law and Public Safety, Human Services, and
Corrections, in addition to various private agencies. The JJC was created to centralize au-
thority for planning, policy development, and service provision within the juvenile justice
system (Keller, 1995).

The Programs

The JJC approached the Rutgers University School of Criminal Justice in the fall of
2002 about the possibilities of a research collaboration. Following a series of meetings, the
JJC was asked to nominate several of its programs for which they had a particular interest in
evaluation. That interest could be, and indeed was, driven by a number of factors—refunding
decision pending, significant investment already made, novelty of the approach, the politics
of juvenile justice in New Jersey, and so on. Although the JJC was requesting an evaluation,
we proposed to first do an evaluability assessment of the three nominees, and that idea was
accepted.

The Hudson County YAP (Youth Advocacy) Challenge Aftercare Program

The YAP Challenge Program provides case management and advocacy services to
youth returning to the community from confinement in the state training school. These ser-
vices are intended to be over and above what is provided by parole. The clients who are se-
lected for the Challenge Program come from among the pool of training school parolees re-
turning to Hudson County. Hudson County, just across the river from New York City, is
one of the most urbanized counties in New Jersey. The youth chosen for YAP are so se-
lected because they are judged to be at particularly high risk for failure and return to con-
finement, through either a violation of parole or rearrest. This criterion is an important
consideration in thinking about an evaluation.

The program model for the intervention is an adaptation of an approach developed by
a contractor, a nonprofit organization that has implemented this model for youth who are
high risk in a number of settings in several U.S. states for a period of several years. How-
ever, this particular implementation seemed novel in targeting youth who were extremely

Finckenauer et al. / EVALUABILITY ASSESSMENT 267

 at SAGE Publications on February 27, 2009 http://yvj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://yvj.sagepub.com


high risk—the parolees who were the highest risk returning in the county. Program activi-
ties involve meeting with youth and attempting to help them become involved in appropri-
ate, prosocial activities, such as finding jobs, enrolling in and maintaining attendance at ed-
ucation and training programs, and getting access to substance abuse, mental health, and
physical health services. Program staff does not itself supply these services but rather acts
as advocates and liaisons with the providers of the services. Program staff also works and
meets regularly with parole officials responsible for the community supervision of the
youth.

Operation Hook-Up

Operation Hook-Up is a relatively new program just beginning to serve clients. The
very first client was enrolled in August 2003 and was the first of a projected total of 25 cli-
ents to be served during the course of a 1-year contract period. There are two distinctive ele-
ments to this program, one deriving from the program model, the other from the nature of
the partnership between the organization operating the program and the JJC that provides
the funding.

The program model calls for the program to support a successful transition from the
Stabilization and Reintegration Program, or so-called juvenile boot camp, back into the
community from which the youth come, in this case the city of Paterson, New Jersey. A
unique aspect of this particular organizational partnership is the fact that the organization
providing the services is a faith-based organization, Pilgrimage Outreach Ministries. Faith-
based initiatives in the United States have been much encouraged by the Bush Administra-
tion. The Pilgrimage Outreach Ministries is, in this case, receiving financial support directly
from the state government. This is a new kind of partnership in the State of New Jersey and
is part of a growing movement across the country toward developing such partnerships. The
potential benefits and obstacles involved in such partnerships are not well understood. Po-
tential benefits may derive from the community base and shared values of a faith commu-
nity. On the other hand, the relative lack of experience and developed organizational struc-
ture may pose obstacles. In addition, attempts to work across the historical separation of
church and state may pose challenges, either politically or in the form of conflicts between
the shared values and established practices within the faith community, and the operational
practices and regulations of state government. These are all issues to be considered in the
evaluability assessment.

The Monmouth County Bullying Prevention Project

The third program we looked at was the Bullying Prevention Project in Monmouth
County. Monmouth County provides considerable variation in its demographic and socio-
economic makeup. Areas vary from fairly old inner cities such as Asbury Park and Nep-
tune, to quite wealthy communities on the oceanfront and in the outlying suburbs, many of
which are bedroom communities for New York City. The project itself is being provided by
a private nonprofit organization, Prevention First. It is partially funded by the Federal Of-
fice of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention under the Title V Incentive Grant for
Local Delinquency Prevention Programs.

One of the intriguing characteristics of this project is that it has quite explicit theoreti-
cal grounding. It is based upon the work of Olweus (1978, 1993) on bullying and, more spe-
cifically, on the Bullying Prevention Program—a Blueprint Model Program from the Cen-
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ter for the Study and Prevention of Violence, at the University of Colorado at Boulder
(Olweus, Limber, & Mihalic, 1998). The model’s approach to bullying prevention is char-
acterized as being a “universal intervention for the reduction and prevention of bully/victim
problems.”

Bullying Prevention is being implemented in four school districts of Monmouth
County that have been identified as being the most at risk—Asbury Park, Keansburg, Long
Branch, Neptune, and Red Bank. These school districts represent only 9% of the juvenile
population of the county; however, they collectively account for 43% of the admissions to
the County Youth Detention Center (Prevention First, 2002).

Methods Employed in the Evaluability Assessment

Our assessment included seeking answers to a host of questions. In seeking these an-
swers, we employed a variety of approaches. These included interviewing program person-
nel and representatives of the JJC. We made at least one site visit to each program. We col-
lected and analyzed program documents, such as funding proposals, published brochures,
administrative manuals, annual reports, minutes, and any existing completed evaluations.
In addition, we examined the record-keeping systems of the programs to determine what
would be the need for additional data collection if a formal evaluation were to ensue.

Program administrators and staff were asked to describe their programs in detail. This
give-and-take process permits the researchers to get a sense of just what the staff persons in
the program believe they are doing. This may or may not be consistent with what program
documents indicate. You can also discern where there might be problems, things about
which the staff might be defensive, and just how well actual practice is adhering to the plan.
The site visits and review of program documents provide information on the size and char-
acteristics of the actual or projected target population, and on project goals and intervention
activities.

The three programs differed widely in the extent of available information. Because it
was being partially federally funded and had to meet certain funding requirements, the Bul-
lying Prevention Program had already conducted a wide range of internal evaluation-type
activities. Thus, evaluation reports as well as multiple funding applications existed for the
program. The YAP Challenge program had a few funding proposals as well as a written
program description, but no evaluation information as such. Operation Hook-up was the
most bereft of information, having only a brief description of the program that had been
submitted to the JJC. In the latter case, we were very dependent on verbal descriptions of the
program from JJC staff and Operation Hook-up staff.

The final step of the evaluability assessment was a joint meeting with all the program
stakeholders and JJC representatives. Here we shared the results of our assessment and pre-
sented recommendations and a formal evaluation plan.

Findings

As a result of the joint meeting, and consistent with our recommendations, an agree-
ment was reached to proceed with an impact evaluation of the Challenge program, and a
small-scale qualitative process evaluation of the Operation Hook-Up. Our recommenda-
tion, which was accepted, was not to undertake a formal evaluation of the Monmouth Bully-
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ing Prevention program. We thus concluded with different recommendations for each of the
three programs. In the following we describe how and why we came to these conclusions.

The Hudson County YAP (Youth Advocacy) Challenge Aftercare Program

Interviews with the program’s director and conversations with JJC staff indicated that
a significant change in program operations had occurred beginning in September 2002. At
that point, a new director was hired who began to revamp operations. This raised the possi-
bility that the intervention in the early period of the program was, in some sense, not the
same as that implemented post-September 2002. This posed the issue of whether all indi-
vidual outcomes could and should be combined, or whether outcomes for the latter period
should be examined separately.

Next, information obtained from the single parole officer who had been responsible
for the Challenge Program parolees since the beginning of the program indicated a high rate
of program failure among those who had completed the program. Of 29 youth who had been
discharged from the program and classified as either positive or negative discharges, 20, or
almost 70%, were classified as negative, indicating either violation of parole or rearrest on
new charges. Obviously, failure rates of this magnitude in an intervention sample would
seem to limit at the outset the amount of improvement over a control or comparison group
that could be expected.

We nevertheless recommended that an evaluation proceed in the face of these failure
rates for several reasons. First, although the failure rates were high, they were not necessar-
ily proof that the program was having no positive effects. Recidivism rates in most studies
are typically very high. Whether the YAP Challenge rates are abnormally high is difficult to
gauge. Juvenile recidivism rates have been studied far less than adult rates. In addition, the
Challenge Program serves, by design, a very high-risk group of parolees. It is at least con-
ceivable that a similar group of young parolees, with comparable risk scores, might have
even higher recidivism rates.

Second, as mentioned above, there were indications that the Challenge Program was
implemented differently during different time periods. And a very preliminary “eyeball”
analysis of the flow of the parole records over time did indeed suggest a higher success rate
in the more recent time period.

Absent the random assignment of an experimental design, the next most powerful re-
search design makes use of a control group. Thus, to conduct a formal outcome evaluation
of YAP Challenge, we recommended choosing an appropriate control or comparison
group, whose members would be as similar as possible to those entering the Challenge Pro-
gram. Fortunately, there were two viable possibilities for accomplishing this.

The evaluation design and work plan we proposed took account of all the above con-
siderations. The basic design was as a quasi-experimental design using a within-Hudson
County control group including violation of parole and rearrest (if possible) as outcome in-
dicators. The evaluation proposed to assess failure versus success, and time to failure. It was
further proposed to then assess costs and benefits based on the recidivism measures.

To aid in the interpretation of the quantitative outcome data, we proposed further to
conduct a process evaluation to identify factors that might be related to program effective-
ness. This effort would concentrate on the latter stages of the program because it was be-
lieved that that period better represented the current state of operations, and also because
there had been staff turnover, and there was a greater likelihood of being able to interview
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more recent and current staff members. This phase of the work included conducting one fo-
cus group and interviewing selected individual staff members. We also outlined a process
for extending the process evaluation to program participants and, if deemed feasible, to a
control group of nonparticipants who were also on parole in Hudson County.

Operation Hook-Up

Because this program had enrolled only one client at the time of our assessment, it
was obviously not going to be possible to conduct a formal outcome evaluation for some
time. We decided, however, that it would be possible, and so recommended that a process
evaluation of the start-up and implementation phases of the project be conducted. Often re-
ferred to as a formative evaluation in the research literature, this type of research looks not
at whether the program works, in terms of measured outcomes, but rather what the goals of
the program are, how they evolve in the early phases as the various stakeholders take initial
program ideas and translate them into a set of program practices, and what kinds of opportu-
nities and obstacles arise along the way. After a certain period of time, a new program
should be expected to have developed a distinctive approach, including a stated mission and
a concrete set of procedures for carrying it out. When the program has settled down, it then
makes sense to consider a formal outcome evaluation. The latter will be greatly enhanced
by the findings of the formative or process evaluation. The process evaluation thus docu-
ments the creation of programs and provides a structure for designing a subsequent
outcome evaluation that uses measures appropriate to what the program is really trying to
accomplish.

Qualitative methods are most appropriate for process evaluations. By observing pro-
gram operations directly and interviewing the stakeholders at various intervals, an evalua-
tion team can systematically track the evolution of the program in its community and within
its organizational environment over time. We proposed to embed a researcher in Operation
Hook-Up, who would record observational and interview notes and develop a coding
scheme that would provide the basis for analysis and preparation of a report on the imple-
mentation of the program and the opportunities and obstacles encountered.

This kind of evaluation would ask two kinds of questions related to the two distinctive
features of the program. One set of questions has to do with the program model: Is the pro-
gram able to recruit participants, to engage them in planning for release, and to provide con-
tact and services during the 8-week aftercare cycle and subsequently? The other questions
have to do with the evolving nature of the innovative direct partnership between a faith-
based organization and state government: Do the two entities appear to work together effec-
tively? If not, what are the problems and how do people deal with them? Does the faith-
based organization appear to provide unique kinds of resources, and, if so, what are they?
How do they work? Are there particular kinds of challenges faced by small, community-
based organizations (faith based or otherwise) attempting to partner directly with state
government? Are there examples of how such problems can be worked out?

To address these questions, we proposed to observe and interview a number of differ-
ent kinds of stakeholders in the process. These include the juveniles themselves and their
family members, correctional officials, program providers, and other members of their
faith-based community. Interviewees also include officials of state government who pro-
vide support and monitoring for the project and who are responsible for managing this new
kind of partnership within the larger context of state government.
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The Monmouth County Bullying Prevention Project

After our site visit to this program and a review of program literature, our assessment
was that it would be premature at this time to proceed with an outcome evaluation. A combi-
nation of program-specific structural, methodological, and contextual problems determined
our decision not to propose a formal evaluation of the Bullying Prevention Project.

First, the program administrators are currently in the process of adapting an estab-
lished and reputable program model to local circumstances. That process of adaptation, in
our judgment, needs to advance much further before it would be appropriate to assess it.
The Olweus et al. (1998) model that is being used here was originally developed for chil-
dren significantly older than those participating in the program in Monmouth County. This
age difference has consequences for program content and for the adaptation of the evalua-
tion measures that would be needed to assess program outcomes. Thus, the education cur-
ricula, the evaluation methods, the questionnaire items, and the outcome measurements
used in the Olweus model, all need to be adapted for use with the early elementary school
students in Monmouth County.

This is not exactly an uncommon situation, as it can be expected that every program
model must be adapted and refined to some degree before being implemented in a new envi-
ronment. It is just that in this case, the adaptation is quite substantial—particularly with re-
spect to the target population. We believe that the program needs time to attempt to com-
plete this adaptation process before being critically evaluated.

Second, during our meeting with the Prevention First staff, we posed questions about
the dosage and intensity of the antibullying activities being undertaken in the elementary
schools. The notion of the so-called strength of the dosage has been borrowed by program
evaluators from the medical field and basically refers to the question of how much program
is actually being delivered to the target population. Just how intense is it? In Monmouth
County, although the program has conducted various activities throughout the four school
districts (see program description above), the number of such activities differs by school
and sometimes by classroom as well. The program representatives indicated during our
meeting that it is the teachers and other school staff, for example, bus drivers, custodians,
and cafeteria workers, who bear the brunt of implementing the bullying prevention activi-
ties, after orientation and training by Prevention First personnel. These teachers, as well as
the auxiliary school staff, are already heavily taxed and, in some cases, overwhelmed (in the
view of program administrators) by other state-mandated requirements. Consequently, the
Prevention First representatives were pessimistic about the quality and quantity of the bul-
lying prevention activities actually taking place in the schools. It seemed clear that the
strength of the dosage of program activities in any given school varied, perhaps consider-
ably, depending on the dedication of the particular school’s personnel to bullying
prevention, and the requirements of their other academic and supervisory duties.

In our view, these issues of the dosage and intensity of the delivered services would
threaten the internal validity of any assessment of the program impact. An evaluation that
did not consider these issues would thus produce invalid results that would most likely be
negative. In sum, any evaluation would come up with ambiguous results regarding the im-
pact of this program on reducing the incidence of bullying and improving the overall school
climate.

Under normal circumstances, one could argue that these might seem like reasonable
grounds for a process evaluation that would document concerns and problems regarding the
integrity with which the program is being implemented. Normally that would be true. How-
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ever, given the current political climate in the State of New Jersey (as well as nationwide in
the United States with respect to school violence), it was our judgment that the state policy
makers might not be ready for any evaluation that produced ambiguous or less-than-glowing
results. This is because bullying in schools has become a highly politicized issue, not only
in New Jersey but elsewhere as well. The fact that the results would be invalid would be lost
or disregarded, and the attention would focus on the probably bogus negative findings that
the program did not work.

After such deadly school violence incidents as the Columbine High School shooting,
several U.S. states have introduced laws mandating schools to have programs and plans for
dealing with all minor and major incidents of violence and bullying. In 2001, for example,
the Washington State Senate passed legislation requiring schools to adopt strict policies
against harassment, intimidation, and bullying (Verhovek, 2001). New Jersey followed suit
by enacting its own bullying prevention legislation in 2002. That law mandates that school
boards create a policy against bullying—prohibiting harassment, intimidation, or bullying
on school property, school buses and school functions (Sullivan, 2002). The law also re-
quires that school policies include procedures for reporting and investigating bullying inci-
dents. Thus, in such a concentrated political environment, any evaluation of a bullying pre-
vention program would have the potential for receiving a considerable amount of attention
and publicity. Given the tendencies of the media and of political officials to simplify and
sometimes sensationalize issues, a program evaluation that did not necessarily provide a
clear answer to the question of whether the program works might be overinterpreted and
prove fatal to the program’s continued existence. Premature results that could be interpreted
in a negative manner might end a promising but not yet fully realized effort such as the
Monmouth County Bullying Prevention Program.

Conclusion

The outcome evaluation of the YAP Challenge program has been completed. The
findings suggest that although the program does not significantly reduce recidivism among
juvenile offenders, the program model indicates that collaborative relationships between
state government and private, community-based agencies, particularly between parole and
outside aftercare service providers, are worth considering. The formative evaluation efforts
of Operation Hook-Up are still in progress.

The evaluability assessment described here was carried out in a reasonably quick
fashion for relatively little money. Even so, it produced useful answers to the questions
about readiness for evaluation, whether it would be worthwhile to commit resources to a
formal outcome evaluation, and with respect to the likelihood that decision makers would
use the forthcoming results. Of particular interest here is the possibility that, in two cases, it
could be anticipated that there might be particular political interest in the results. In one be-
cause it is a faith-based initiative, and in the other because of the spotlight on school vio-
lence in general and bullying in particular. In both cases, the evaluability assessment helped
sensitize us to the possibility that any evaluation might become politicized and/or otherwise
manipulated. This result alone was sufficient to justify the effort.

From the evaluation of state and local crime prevention programs that was mandated
by the U.S. Congress, Sherman et al. (1997, pp. 10-20) concluded that “not every grant
[their study focused on grant-funded programs] requires an evaluation.” Their argument
was that
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Absent the resources and the skill needed for achieving the statutory definition of an
evaluation as an impact assessment, the requirement that all crime programs be evalu-
ated has resulted in few being evaluated. Spending adequate funds for strong evaluations
in a few sites is far more cost-effective than spending little amounts of money for weak
evaluations in thousands of sites. (Sherman et al., 1997, chap. 10, p. 20)

They thus recommended that evaluation funds should be conserved for impact evaluations
that meet a reasonable degree of scientific certainty. We have taken this advice to heart. Our
own evaluability assessment efforts pointed out that even when there is a desire and willing-
ness to conduct an evaluation, considerations of the scientific value of evaluation efforts
and the feasibility of a rigorous evaluation design, the possibility of political manipulation
of the results of the evaluation, and cost-effectiveness should play a paramount role in
deciding to undertake a full program evaluation.
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