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Research and evaluation can help problem-solving criminal justice initiatives 
monitor their services, assess whether they’re achieving their goals, and identify
areas for improvement. They can help justice officials…

•  Answer planning questions. Research about the community, the problems com-
munity members consider most pressing, and best practices to address those
problems can help planners craft solutions. Research during the planning phase
can also help planners make realistic projections about the volume of cases that
are likely to be program-eligible and the program’s impact on both individual
defendants and local community conditions. 

• Establish performance measures. Planners should define specific quantifiable
measures of project performance (e.g., number of cases served, compliance
rates, hours of community service, etc.) to track progress toward the goals of the
initiative. Once agreed upon by both program and evaluation staff, these measures
can be used to gauge the results and the strengths and weaknesses of specific
strategies over time. Performance measures can also be used to reflect on a pro-
gram’s stated goals and objectives: staff can identify at least one performance
measure associated with each of the program’s goals, monitor progress towards
achieving those goals, and then, based on performance to date, modify goals to
generate a more realistic outlook on what the program can achieve.

• Document implementation. During the initial stages of a problem-solving justice
initiative, research can provide feedback on unforeseen difficulties, allowing
planners to adjust program strategies. 

• Monitor ongoing performance. Staff can review on a regular basis (monthly,
quarterly, or semi-annually) whether the program is meeting operational goals
and providing services as intended. This kind of a monitoring system—or “action
research”—is a key source of information for a later impact evaluation. Equally
important, it serves as a form of early warning system, alerting program managers
to operational weaknesses that require corrective action.

• Measure their project’s impact. Once the initiative has been operating for a suf-
ficient time, an evaluator can analyze collected data to see if the project is
achieving its goals and having its intended impact. An impact evaluation requires
an appropriate comparison to defendants or community conditions as they exist-
ed without the program. An important research task is therefore to determine
the right comparison group or comparison timeframe against which to evaluate
the program’s effectiveness.

EVALUATING YOUR PROGRAM |  pg. 1 | www.courtinnovation.org

This practitioner tool was produced as part of the Community-Based Problem-Solving Criminal Justice
Initiative, a project of the Bureau of Justice Assistance that aims to broaden the scope of problem-solving
courts by testing their approach to wider defendant populations and applying key problem-solving principles
outside of the specialized court context. The Bureau of Justice Assistance supports law enforcement, courts,
corrections, treatment, victim services, technology, and prevention initiatives that strengthen the nation’s
criminal justice system. The Center for Court Innovation is a non-profit think tank that works with 
criminal justice practitioners, community-based organizations, and ordinary citizens to develop creative
responses to public safety problems, aid victims, reduce crime, and improve public confidence in justice.
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Research can be conducted by an outside, independent eval-
uator as well as by project staff on an ongoing basis. For any
evaluation to work, the program itself must be well planned
with clear goals and a well defined strategy to achieve those
goals. A logic model that clearly delineates how each project
goal and objective relates to specific programmatic activities
may be useful in helping staff to ensure the coherence of
their program’s conceptual model and to lay the groundwork
for subsequent evaluation activities.

INDEPENDENT EVALUATIONS
An independent, standalone evaluation can provide an
objective assessment of your project. There are three types
of evaluations:

• Process Evaluation: A process evaluation helps answer
how the project has been planned and implemented. 
It describes the policies, operations, staff, participant
characteristics, and participant performance of the 
program, as well as how the project evolved during the
planning and early implementation stages, what barriers
the project had to confront, and how those barriers were
addressed. It can keep the project on track and identify
potential problem areas that might require changes in
strategy. 

• Impact Evaluation: An impact evaluation describes the
impact of a program in achieving its goals. A proper impact
evaluation should involve a comparison between 
participant outcomes and the outcomes of similar defen-
dants not enrolled in the program. In a community justice
context, an impact evaluation should involve a comparison
between community conditions under the project 
and conditions without the project (e.g., conditions before
the project was implemented or conditions in an adjacent
area during the same period as project implementation).

• Cost-benefit Analysis: A cost-benefit analysis examines the
efficiency and long-term economic benefits of your project
by comparing its costs with the benefit to be gained. This
type of research is very costly and complicated.

CHOOSING AN EVALUATOR
When choosing someone to perform an evaluation, it is use-
ful to think about some of the following questions:

❏ Will the evaluator be able to work well with 
your team?
Will he/she be able to work closely with your staff while
maintaining an objective perspective?

❏ How does the evaluator plan to give feedback?
Does he/she plan to give interim feedback about the
content of the evaluation, or does she/he plan to make
all evaluation decisions independently and hand you a
draft final report at the end of the evaluation period?

❏ How does the evaluator perceive his/her role? 
Does he/she see it as promoting your program or as
making an objective contribution to the literature 
surrounding your program?

❏ What qualifications does the evaluator have? 
How many evaluations has he/she performed? What do
you think of his/her past work? Is the evaluation plan
submitted by the evaluator in line with what you are 
trying to achieve?

SELF EVALUATIONS
You can also track your own data and use it to monitor every-
day operations, report essential performance information,
identify areas of success, and bring to light problem areas or
ways to improve. This is a good idea whether or not you have
engaged an independent evaluator.

Here are some key questions to answer in developing your
own “action research” plan. 

❏ Have you defined the major goals of your program?
Goals identify the overall mission and purpose of the 
program, not specific methods or numeric targets.

❏ Have you identified the major objectives of 
your program?
Objectives explain how each goal will be achieved. 
They need to be specific, realistic, and lend themselves
to quantitative performance measures.

❏ Have you identified a set of activities that need to 
be completed in order for you to meet these 
objectives?
Have you determined which staff will be responsible for
these activities?

❏ Have you come up with a plan for obtaining the 
data necessary to see if you are meeting your 
objectives?
Can this be incorporated into current data collection
efforts, or do you need outside help? Can information
systems that already exist be drawn upon, or do new
spreadsheets or data collection protocols need to be
developed?
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❏ What should be the deadline for reporting 
the results? 
Should results be updated on a monthly or 
quarterly basis? 

❏ Have you identified who should receive periodic 
reports of program results?
Have you considered how sharing this information 
can be used internally to improve the program—and
externally to build stakeholder support and sustain or
expand funding sources?
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FURTHER READING

Action Research: Using Information to Improve Your Drug Court
http://www.courtinnovation.org/research/action-research-using-information-improve-your-drug-court 

Community Court: The Research Literature
http://www.courtinnovation.org/research/community-court-research-literature

Defining the Problem: Using Data to Plan a Community Justice Project
http://www.courtinnovation.org/research/defining-problem-using-data-plan-community-justice-project

Developing Statewide Performance Measures for Drug Courts
http://www.ncsconline.org/D_Consult/STA%20Bulletin%20October5.0.pdf 

Evaluating Juvenile Justice Programs: A Design Monograph for State Planners
http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/BJA/evaluation/guide/documents/documentg.html  

Guide to Frugal Evaluation for Criminal Justice
http://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/187350.pdf 

FOR MORE INFORMATION

Please contact:

Center for Court Innovation 

520 Eighth Avenue 

New York, NY 10018 

phone: 646.386.4462 

website: www.courtinnovation.org

email: info@courtinnovation.org
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NOTES

Please contact the Center for Court Innovation, 520 Eighth Avenue, New York, NY 10018, phone: 646.386.4462, website: www.courtinnovation.org,
email: info@courtinnovation.org.

This project was supported by Grant No. 2005-PP-CX-K008 and 2010-DC-BX-K071 awarded by the Bureau of Justice Assistance. The Bureau of Justice Assistance is a component of the U.S. Department
of Justice’s Office of Justice Programs, which also includes the Bureau of Justice Statistics, the National Institute of Justice, the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, the Office for
Victims of Crime, the Community Capacity Development Office, and the Office of Sex Offender Sentencing, Monitoring, Apprehending, Registering, and Tracking. Points of view or opinions in this docu-
ment do not necessarily represent the official positions or policies of the U.S. Department of Justice.


