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Abstract. Using meta-analysis, we report on an investigation of the evaluator’s influence in the treatment

setting on criminal recidivism outcomes. Many evaluators and users of evaluation of social interventions

worry that mixing of the roles of program developer and program evaluator may bias results reported in

intervention studies in a positive direction. We first review the results of prior investigations of this issue

across 50 prior meta-analyses, finding 12 that tested the impact of investigator influence in the treatment

setting. Eleven of these reported that effect size increased positively, sometimes substantially so, when

evaluators were influential or involved in the treatment setting. We followed this with a meta-analysis of

300 randomized field trials in individually focused crime reduction, also finding intervention studies in

which evaluators who were greatly influential in the treatment setting report consistently and substantially

larger effect sizes than other types of evaluators. We discuss two major views Y the Fcynical_ and Fhigh

fidelity_ theories Y on why this is consistently the case, and conclude with a further agenda for research.
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Introduction

Reducing potential biases that may lead to a wrong result (and therefore a bad

decision about a policy, practice, or program) is a primary concern for evaluators in

fields such as criminal justice, social work, and education. Most concern about bias is

directed toward conduct of actual research, and not surprisingly, there are numerous

publications on how to reduce bias in evaluation design, survey instruments, and

statistical methods to increase the likelihood of reliable and valid results.

This concern with bias is even more pronounced in recent years, with the greater

attention on evidence-based policy. Many advocates of evidence-based policy also

advocate randomized experiments when possible to evaluate the impact of interventions

(e.g., Sherman 1998). This is because a well-implemented randomized study can

produce statistically unbiased results when comparing an experimental group receiving

treatment and a control group that does not (e.g., Boruch 1997). As a number of

evaluation studies in a particular area are produced, evidence-based policy advocates

generally support the use of systematic reviews and meta-analysis (which we will

discuss later in this paper) to reduce the potential for bias that may distort findings

in a synthesis of separate but similar studies (e.g., Boruch and Petrosino 2004).
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Although improving methods to increase the precision of social program eval-

uation has received a large share of the attention by advocates of the evidence-

based approach, the credibility and believability of findings is no less important to

considerations about evidence. Findings from even rigorous experimental studies

may be disregarded if it is perceived that the evaluators had a conflict of interest

that potentially biased their study and report. For example, a rigorous study reported

by the National Rifle Association or BAmericans Against Guns^ on the effects of

conceal and carry laws on crime are likely to be viewed with great skepticism,

particularly if the report supports the organization’s previously held position.

An evaluation reporting a promising new prevention or intervention program may

also be greeted with skepticism, if the authors of the study were intimately involved in

the program’s development and operation. This is because it is commonly believed

that researchers intimately involved in the creation and implementation of a new

program will have vested interests in the program’s success, leading to inflated and

positive results. Cook (2005: 12) writes that BDevelopers are, and should be,

passionate advocates for their program, not brokers of honest appraisal.^ Those who

believe program developers assume this role also value the role of outside evaluators

who are unconnected to the program setting and are viewed as being more objective.

One immediate question raised by such considerations is whether there really is

an observed difference in results of evaluations conducted by program developers,

particularly as compared to those conducted by researchers external or less in-

volved in the program setting. The aim of this article is to study the influence of the

role of the evaluator on reported outcomes of criminal recidivism. We do this by

combing through the results of prior meta-analyses of the offender treatment lit-

erature, and follow this up with a separate meta-analysis of 300 randomized trials

collected by the first author (Petrosino 1997).

The role of the evaluator: Conflicting advice

The literature seems to encourage two different roles for the evaluator. On the one

hand, evaluators are encouraged to be more involved in the program setting. There

are many different approaches to evaluation. Some of these, such as Fparticipatory

evaluation_ and Faction research,_ require more substantive roles for the researcher

in the program setting than an outside evaluator would assume.

Moreover, in order to shape and improve their programs, organizations and their

personnel are strongly encouraged to conduct formative evaluations. FGood learn-

ing organizations_ use the data from formative evaluations to improve their opera-

tions and strategies. Practitioners like teachers are encouraged to reflect on their

own practice, and use their own qualitative assessments to shape their future efforts

with students (e.g., Huebner 2000). This shares similarity with how agencies and

organizations should self-evaluate, or what Love (1991) called Finternal eval-

uation._ Both Shepherd (2003) and Sherman (2004) have argued that one way to

improve research in policing is to develop the Fpracticing researcher_ in law en-

forcement, similar to the clinicianYresearcher in medicine. In such a system, law

enforcement agencies would conduct studies of their own strategies, and would
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also provide learning opportunities for officers. Similarly, Weisburd (1996) ad-

vocated for criminologists to Fmake the scene_ and get more involved in their

studies to ensure integrity and develop better understanding of their research.

On the other hand, the results reported by developers evaluating their own programs

may be less credible or trustworthy due to a conflict of interest that may potentially bias

the results in a positive direction. For example, Drug Strategies (1999) conducted a

review of school-based prevention curricula, finding 18 that did have a rigorous

experimental study supporting claims of effectiveness. They went on to caution that

external evaluators conducted only four of the 18. In Latimer’s (2001) review of

family-based programs for delinquency, he created a three variable composite score

for methodological quality: type of assignment to study conditions; attrition, and

whether an external evaluator conducted the study.

Meta-analysis

Determining the influence of the role of the evaluator on observed effect size is now

possible because of meta-analysis. The US Bureau of Justice Assistance (2005) defines

meta-analysis as Bthe systematic analysis of a set of existing evaluations of similar

programs in order to draw general conclusions, develop support for hypotheses, and/

or produce an estimate of overall program effects.^ Good meta-analyses will also be

good systematic reviews, i.e., they will explicitly describe the research question, study

eligibility criteria, search methods, the information that has been extracted from each

report, and analysis strategies (e.g., Boruch and Petrosino 2004).

In most meta-analyses, each individual study is treated as a single case in the

dataset. For each study, a common metric Beffect size^ is created to express the

observed impact of the program on the outcome measure of interest, when com-

pared to a control or comparison group. By creating a common metric from the

difference between the experimental and control groups, studies with different

measures can be combined and compared. This effect size then serves as the de-

pendent variable in the meta-analysis. It is the quantitative analysis of effect size

that is the main characteristic of meta-analysis.

We note that meta-analysis cannot identify if there was any intentional or subtle

distortion by evaluators to inflate the program’s impact. It cannot tell us whether

findings in any particular study are Bright^ or Bwrong.^ We also caution that meta-

analysis relies almost exclusively upon written reports. It is often the case that

evaluation reports do not contain the necessary information on items such as the

role of the evaluator to extract for analysis.

But meta-analysis can provide good evidence about patterns, and can help isolate

the role of one variable, such as the role of the evaluator, on observed effect sizes. If a

researcher conducting meta-analysis has extracted information (i.e., coded) on the role

of the evaluator and entered this into the analysis dataset, it can serve as an independent

variable in analyses to determine its impact on the dependent variable (effect size).

We relied on the advantages presented by meta-analysis in this study, and

conducted a two-stage analysis to ascertain the role of the evaluator on observed

effect sizes. First, we examined 50 meta-analyses in the offender treatment area to
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determine if other reviewers have examined this issue, and if so, what they re-

ported. Second, we followed up this investigation by analyzing a dataset of 300

randomized field trials of individually focused intervention on criminal recidivism,

collected earlier by the first author (Petrosino 1997). Most of these experiments

were relevant to offender treatment and delinquency prevention, but several were

tests of different criminal justice policies or practices on crime outcomes.

Fifty prior offender treatment meta-analyses

Although our search to find prior meta-analyses of offender treatment was neither

systematic nor exhaustive, we were able to identify 50 for this paper (Figure 1).

We considered any meta-analysis that included outcomes of criminal recidivism

(e.g., arrest, conviction, return to prison). These meta-analyses included 19 focused

on juvenile delinquency (e.g., Andrews et al. 1990), six of sex offender treatment

(e.g., Loesel and Schmucker, forthcoming), four targeting family-based treatment

(e.g., Farrington and Welsh 2003), and three that looked only at studies reported in

Europe (e.g., Redondo et al. 2001).

Of these 50 reviews, 12 examined what impact the role of the evaluator in the

program setting had on observed effect sizes. None specifically looked at Bprogram

developers,^ but categorized the variable in several ways (e.g., Binfluence of

experimenter/investigator on treatment setting^; Bprogram evaluator independent

of program^). Of the 12 meta-analyses that looked at this relationship, regardless

of how it was conceptualized, 11 (92%) reported larger effects for Binvolved eval-

uators^ in the treatment/program setting.

For example, Gensheimer and her colleagues (1986) reviewed 44 experimental

and quasi-experimental studies of juvenile diversion programs. They reported

that there was a Bsignificant correlation between the investigator’s influence in

the design and implementation of treatment and the calculated mean effect size^
(p. 52). Gensheimer et al.’s (1986) diversion program findings come from a larger

meta-analysis of all juvenile treatment evaluations. The findings were very similar,

however, when considering this broader sample. Davidson et al. (1990: 35) write

that, BIt is also clear that not all types of investigators produce the same research

results . . . investigators who had a role in designing or controlling the intervention

produced more positive findings.^
In the most ambitious meta-analysis project to date, Lipsey (1992) collected

nearly 400 experimental and quasi-experimental evaluations of juvenile delinquen-

cy treatment. Lipsey (1992: 138) concludes that Btreatment provided by the re-

searcher or situations where the researcher was influential in the treatment setting

were associated with larger effect sizes.^ This result was similar to later work by

Dowden and Andrews (1998) in their meta-analysis of female offender treatment

program evaluations. They (1998: 448) write that Bof the methodological

considerations, only Finvolved evaluator_ was significantly correlated with effect

size.^ In a later meta-analysis of offender relapse prevention studies (2003: 552),

they also reported Bsignificantly enhanced program effects . . . with studies that

involved . . . the evaluator in the design and implementation of the program.^
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Although no meta-analysis specifically looked at program developers, a clear

pattern emerged from the 12 meta-analyses we examined. Evaluators involved or

influential in the program setting report larger effect sizes than evaluators who are

not. Program developers would be at the high end of influence and involvement

within the treatment setting.

A meta-analysis of 300 randomized experiments in crime reduction

Since 1988, there have been several efforts to identify, and sometimes analyze, the

results from randomized experiments relevant to the offender treatment and

punishment issue (Weisburd et al. 1990, 1993; Petrosino 1997). To follow up on

prior research, we undertook an analysis drawing on a dataset that now includes

information on 300 distinct randomized field trials relevant to Bindividually focused^
crime reduction. By individually focused crime reduction, we mean that the

experimental intervention was primarily concerned with the reduction of crime

through prevention, treatment or punishment delivered to individuals rather than

communities or other larger aggregate units. So, while experimental studies testing

the crime reduction impact of treatment programs for offenders, different sanctions

or punishments, or prevention strategies delivered to at-risk children were included,

experiments of security or police strategies in neighborhoods or streets were not.

Figure 1. 50 prior meta-analyses in criminal justice.
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Evaluation reports were identified if they met the following criteria: (1) used

random or quasi-random (e.g., alternation, odd/even case number assignment)

methods to allocate participants; (2) as mentioned earlier, individuals were the unit

of analysis rather than aggregate units; (3) the results included at least one outcome

measure of official crime that could be converted to an effect size (e.g., arrest,

conviction); (4) the report had to be published or otherwise available through 1993;

and (5) it was available in English.

A variety of search methods were used to find eligible studies. Obviously, our

prior research on experiments provided a number of relevant studies to begin with

(Weisburd et al. 1990). This was augmented by a number of other search methods,

including electronic searches of bibliographic databases (e.g., Criminal Justice

Abstracts, National Criminal Justice Reference Service); a handsearch (manual

visual inspection) of 29 leading social science journals; we sent out letters to

hundreds of reviewers and experimental researchers; we published solicitations in

association newsletters requesting leads to eligible reports (e.g., in American

Society of Criminology newsletter, The Criminologist); and we chased down cita-

tions to potentially eligible trials from existing reviews and experimental literature.

Despite the narrow eligibility criteria, several hundred trials were identified;

retrieval methods ended after the first 300 trials were declared eligible following

preliminary screening.

Data were extracted for all 300 trials using a 196-item instrument and the data

entered into the SPSS-PC statistical software program for management and anal-

ysis. The extracted information included a variety of items relevant to the pub-

lication (e.g., whether the document was published in a journal or book, or was

unpublished), treatment (e.g., the particular modality), methodology (e.g., whether

randomization was corrupted), the results (the impact of the intervention on a

variety of outcomes), and the investigators (including several variables about the

role of the evaluator in the treatment setting).

Each study is represented by a single effect size. Although most justice ex-

periments include a variety of outcome measures reported at multiple time inter-

vals, to remain consistent across studies, we created the effect size from the Bfirst

posttreatment effect.^ This was most often reported at six or 12 months. In those

experiments in which multiple outcome measures were reported at the first

posttreatment period, we selected the outcome that represented the Bearlier point^
in the criminal justice system. So we selected police measures such as arrest or

contact over bookings, bookings over convictions, and so on.

We used Cohen’s d, or the difference between the experimental and control groups

divided by the pooled standard deviation. Although most experimental reports in

criminal justice do not use means nor report standard deviations, formulae exist to

convert available test statistics into approximations of effect size (e.g., Wilson 2001).

To calculate Cohen’s d from our data, we used the online effect size calculator

created by Wilson and Lipsey (2003) for the Human Services Research Institute.

Effect sizes are positive when they reduce crime (positive impact) and negative

when they increase crime (negative impact). It is useful to note that Cohen’s d can be

converted to Pearson’s correlation coefficient r by multiplying by 0.5.
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Results from the meta-analysis of experiments

We looked specifically at three variables in the data set: (1) whether the evaluators

were classified as internal or external researchers; (2) the influence of the

investigator on the treatment settings, rated as high, moderate or low (a developer,

for example, was rated as having a Bhigh degree of influence^ and an external

academician was rated as having Blow^ influence); and (3) the more specific role of

the evaluator in the setting (e.g., developer, program staff, outside academician).

Table 1 presents the mean effect size for experiments conducted by evaluators

classified as internal or external (19 cases were missing information necessary to

make this categorization). Note that a third category was created because of 20

studies in which the authors were a combination of outside academicians and in-

ternal program staff. This category had the largest mean effect size (0.20), fol-

lowed by internal evaluators (0.16), and the lowest average d for studies conducted

by external evaluators (0.02). The average d across all experiments was 0.10.

But Table 1 masks some important distinctions because of its gross categ-

orization. For example, government evaluators asked to evaluate a government-

administered program are coded as internal evaluators, e.g., a state-level agency

researcher conducts an experiment in a state-run correctional institution. But they

may have very little influence over the treatment or program setting. Table 2

therefore presents the mean effect size along the continuum of influence in the

intervention setting (as rated by the first author).

Consistent with prior meta-analyses in the offender treatment literature, Table 2

shows a much larger effect size for experiments in which evaluators are rated as having

Bhigh^ influence in the intervention setting (0.40). Experiments in which evaluators

have moderate (0.03) or low (0.02) influence had considerably smaller effect sizes.

Table 1. Internal versus external evaluation teamsYanalysis of Bfirst posttreatment effects.^

Type of evaluation team N Effect size

Internal 137 0.16

External 124 0.02

Collaboration of internal and external staff 20 0.20

All studies 281a 0.10

a Nineteen cases were missing.

Table 2. Rating by reviewer of the evaluation team’s influence on the design and implementation of the

intervention and Bfirst posttreatment effects.^

Rating by reviewer of evaluation team influence N Effect size

High 59 0.40

Moderate 69 0.03

Low 152 0.02

All Studies 281a 0.10

a Nineteen cases were missing.
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Finally, we looked at the specific roles that the evaluators had in the intervention

setting. As Table 3 demonstrates, program developers/creators conducted 24 experi-

ments. Those experiments reported an average effect size of 0.47, more than twice the

next largest category (0.22 for studies conducted by collaborative teams of aca-

demicians and practitioners). It also reinforces our decision to report more specifically

beyond simple internal and external evaluation categories. Experiments conducted of

government programs by government evaluators reported an average effect size of

0.02. Clearly, external evaluators, all things being equal, report very low effect sizes

across their studies: In the most substantial category, the 73 experiments conducted by

external academicians or graduate students averaged a Cohen’s d of 0.01.

Discussion

Prior meta-analyses and our analysis of 300 randomized field trials confirmed

that the involvement of the evaluator in the development, design, and implemen-

tation of a program is a positive and influential factor on effect size. Consider

that the average effect size across all 300 (regardless of whether they reported

data on role of evaluator) experiments was 0.11, and the mean Cohen’s d across

the 24 trials reported by developers/creators was 0.47. This is not a trivial find-

ing. Using simple conversion statistics available in meta-analytic textbooks (Lipsey

and Wilson 2001), and assuming a baseline rate of success of 50% for each group, an

effect size of 0.47 corresponds to a rate of success of 61.75% for the experimental

group compared to a rate of success of 38.25% for the control group.

These data do not reveal why developers and other evaluators with a high

degree of influence in the program setting report substantially larger effect sizes.

Lipsey (1995: 76) sets out two competing theories about why this might be:

BA cynical view might attribute this to some biasing or Fwish fulfilling_ influence

researchers have on the outcomes of the studies they control. I see another

interpretation as plausible . . . when a researcher is closely involved in treatment

design . . . there is likely to be a high level of treatment integrity.[

Table 3. Type of evaluator and Bfirst effects.^

Description of evaluation team N Effect size

Internal

Program Developer/Creator 24 0.47

Program /Agency Staff 51 0.17

Government Evaluator 62 0.02

External

Academic Researcher/Professor /Graduate Student 73 0.01

Private Research Firm 48 0.04

Foundation /Other Nonprofit 3 j0.05

Collaboration

Academic /Practitioner 18 0.22

Academic /Government 2 0.04
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The cynical view

The cynical view sees results such as those presented here as evidence that there are

subtle and overt pressures on evaluators to report positive findings. If an evaluator is

the program developer, or part of the program staff, (s)he may be under considerable

pressure to show that the program works. Such pressure could stem from making sure

the program is seen as worthy of retaining, the prestige that comes with developing an

effective social program, the financial reward if one’s program is adopted by others

(e.g., when a developer of school-based violence prevention curriculum gets paid a fee

every time another school adopts copyrighted materials), or the increased likelihood of

attracting additional or new sources of grants and funding for the program.1

Although intentional distortion is hopefully rare,2 these pressures may lead to

subtle strategies to paint their program in the best possible light. Only a few these

would appear to impact meta-analysis. For example, developer/evaluators may hold

back negative findings about their program and stash them in their file drawer, never

to see the light of day. This is a major concern in the pharmaceutical industry, where

drug companies report positive findings and squash negative ones, and the medical

community has urged reform (e.g., Rincon 2004). Squashing negative results would

result in meta-analyses that do not consider the sum total of relevant studies, but only

included positive evaluation studies, resulting in inflated program effects. There are

statistics to estimate how many Ffile drawer_ studies of zero impact it would take to

downwardly influence effect size estimates in meta-analysis.

Another subtle strategy is to conduct a multitude of statistical analyses but report

extensively on the one or two that show statistically significant effects. Evaluators have

long been warned about the problems of capitalizing on chance, i.e., that with 20

statistical runs, one will be statistically significant by chance probability alone.

Although attempts are sometimes made to contact authors to determine this, meta-

analysts almost always is limited by what is reported in the evaluation document.

Bias may also subtly influence reporting by the attention given by developer/eva-

luators to subgroup analyses in the report. Searching and reporting moderating or

subgroup effects is a legitimate empirical strategy, as it may identify hypotheses for

further experimental study. But when a program developer emphasizes results for par-

ticular smaller subgroups that are positive (e.g., boys 10Y14 who completed treatment)

but ignores the main effect (i.e., the full experimental versus control comparison), healthy

skepticism about the findings seems warranted. In addition, developers may use statistical

strategies that skew the chances of a positive result in their program’s favor. For example,

setting significance levels at 0.10 obviously makes it much easier to report a statistically

significant result than the conventional 0.05. Gorman (2003) has consistently shown

how these methods used by developers in the drug and violence prevention field have

led to certain programs being declared Fmodel,_ Fexemplary,_ or Fpromising,_ by best

practice lists, when the evidence for program effectiveness is decidedly less clear.

These strategies are less damaging to meta-analysis, unless the main effect data is not

reported or cannot be obtained. But in such cases the study would be excluded.

Part of the cynical view is the possibility of an Fexperimenter expectancy effect,_ or

how the hypothesis or expectation of the investigator becomes a self-fulfilling pro-
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phecy of participant responses. Following his review of psychological experiments,

Rosenthal (1976) reported that investigators influenced the research setting through

overt and subtle cues that communicated to the participants about what was

Fexpected_ from them. This experimenter expectancy effect was more pronounced

when the outcomes included rating systems and attitudinal tests, and less pronounced

with official and administrative data collected outside of the research setting.

Whether the experimenter expectancy effect is influential in criminal justice settings

( particularly with recidivism data) is an empirical question. It is true that meta-

analyses typically report much smaller effects on behavioral rather than attitudinal

and psychological measures, but it is difficult to determine whether this is due to the

relative weakness of intervention or to experimenter expectancy effects.

High fidelity view

A competing theory holds that the larger effects reported by program developers

evaluating their own programs occurs because they are able to achieve high fidelity

conditions. They create Fhot house_ conditions necessary for strong implementation

and sustenance of the program. This includes the special training of program staff, or

the direct delivery of treatment by the evaluators, ensuring that protocols are fully

adhered to. It is also possible that the engagement and enthusiasm of the developer

(sometimes referred to as Fcharisma_) inspires, leads, and motivates staff in ways that

cannot be replicated when the program is more widely disseminated.

Developers are usually able to effectively oversee and monitor their programs,

because they are generally smaller in scope and number of participants (Lipsey 2003).

Sample size, in general, appears to be a powerful positive influence on effect size,

with smaller sample studies reporting larger effects (e.g., Weisburd et al. 1993).

Loesel and Beelman (2003) reported that experiments of child skills training had

much larger effect sizes when the authors did the training and the total sample size

was under 100. Such conditions are difficult to maintain when programs go to scale

and are widely disseminated, what one researcher has called going from the Fhot

house_ to the Fout house_ (DeJong, personal communication).

Some support for the high fidelity view comes from a meta-analysis of Fmulti-

systemic therapy_ for offenders (Curtis et al. 2004). In this study, the reviewers com-

pared studies in which the developers were actively involved in training and

monitoring, and Ph.D. level students delivered treatment with those evaluations in

which the developers were not actively involved and Masters-level students delivered

the intervention. They found the average effect size for active involvement and Ph.D.

staff was 0.81 versus 0.28 for less involvement and Masters-level program staff.

Conclusion

Our paper, consistent with prior meta-analyses in offender rehabilitation, finds

that studies in which evaluators were greatly influential in the design and imple-

mentation of treatment report consistently and substantially larger effect sizes than

other types of evaluators. This is especially true of program developers. Eleven
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of 12 offender treatment meta-analyses that reported testing for this effect and

our own quantitative synthesis of 300 randomized field trials support this result.

There is some preliminary evidence from one meta-analysis that the high fi-

delity conditions that developer/evaluators are able to achieve in their initial stud-

ies that may explain these larger effects (Curtis et al. 2004). One immediate

question, but one long considered by the research community, is how to ensure

greater fidelity as programs are widely disseminated beyond Fhot house_ conditions

to a larger number of sites.

We recognize that there may be other explanations for these findings. It cannot be

ruled out that program developers are simply designing and testing Fsmarter

interventions._ It is possible that developers, working in an area for a considerable

time period, are more likely to implement programs based on scientifically sound

theories of offender treatment. Moreover, given the broad range of intervention

types considered by the meta-analyses, it would be important to determine whether

developers create and implement a particular strategy over others, such as cog-

nitiveYbehavioral treatment. Could it be the shared use of a more effective modality

rather than the influence of the evaluator that explains the results?

Such a question begs for more research using meta-analysis. Follow-up studies

should look at the characteristics of investigators, programs and studies in which

developers have reported such comparatively large effects. This would not only

help us understand why program developers report larger effects, but to determine

the lessons that are necessary to assist larger program development, implementa-

tion, and dissemination efforts in criminal justice. It would also be relevant to

examine the impact of program developers as evaluators in other fields, such as

education and social services.

It is probably naı̈ve to think that program staff, government workers evaluating

their own programs Y or consultants receiving income from an agency for evaluation

Y are above subtle and overt pressures to report positive findings. Campbell (1969)

recognized the difficulties that government administrators faced if an evaluation of a

program they supported under their tenure was found to be unsuccessful by a careful

study. Campbell (1969) recommended that incentives be built into government so

that administrators are rewarded for producing the information by the evaluation,

and not punished for its results. This is the kind of culture that is necessary, so that

program developers and others intimately involved with the treatment setting will be

empowered to report accurately and comprehensively on their studies and results.

Given that evaluator involvement in the criminal justice research setting is

being encouraged (e.g., Visher and Weisburd 1997), we wonder whether there are

any strategies that could be implemented that would help address the concerns

raised by both the cynical and high fidelity views. Are there oversight mechanisms

that would help to ensure that the data and resulting report from an evaluation

study validly represent the intervention’s effect? One possible model for this is the

U.S. National Institute of Health’s requirement that each center or institute con-

ducting a clinical trial create a Data Safety and Monitoring Board (DSMB). This

board monitors a clinical trial from beginning to end, providing a further check for

integrity of findings.3
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Notes

1 Such pressures are not limited to program developers. Although the results are not borne

out by our analyses, governmental researchers evaluating a particular agency’s program

may be under pressure to present results in the best possible light for the agency. This is

particularly acute in agencies such as those in criminal justice that are highly politicized.

Every researcher within government seems to know of a Fstory_ in which results were

distorted or deleted in order to make the agency’s initiative appear better than it was. For

example, in a remarkable randomized trial in California, government researchers

Berocochea and Jaman (1981) report on the results of incarcerated inmates being released

six months early from their sentence with those who were not. Although the results were

downplayed, Cook (personal communication) showed how releasing inmates six months

early led to a larger and statistically significant negative result. He surmises that this was

downplayed because it was not the Fright answer_ desired by the government at the time.

Also note that the first author was employed by a state justice agency that had received

millions of dollars to participate in a widely touted crime prevention program under

President George Herbert Bush during the early 1990s. The U.S. Attorney General was

coming in for a site visit and wanted to know what the agency’s evaluation showed after a

year or so of program operation. But there was a big problem: no evaluation had been

done. The agency director called the chief of research into his office and demanded that

Ban evaluation be delivered within 24 hours and it had better be positive.^ The research

staff collected as much anecdotal and descriptive information as possible during the time

frame and wrote a suggestive report, highlighting the good things the program was doing.

In the morning, the report was handed to the agency director, who only glanced at its

cover and felt its weight Y and exclaimed, BThis is perfect!^ The evaluation was

descriptive and would not be included in a meta-analysis such as those described here, but

highlight the unique pressures faced by researchers in such contexts.
2 Intentional distortion is typically a hidden phenomenon in scientific practice. In recent

years, National Science Foundation, the National Institutes of Health, the office of Scien-

tific Integrity, and scientific organizations such as the National Academy of Sciences have

explored intentional distortion by scientists.
3 We thank an anonymous reviewer for suggesting this. A report on the DSMB can be

found at the US National Institute of Health (1998) website at http://grants.nih.gov/grants/

guide/notice-files/not98-084.html
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