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Does Your Youth Program Work?

◆ Interviews with participants, key leaders in
the community, volunteers, and program staff.

◆ Analysis of existing data (i.e., information) such
as census information, crime reports, and
economic and social statistics gathered by local
and State governments and private groups.

◆ Onsite program reviews by the evaluator.

◆ Reviews of program materials and reports.

◆ Surveys of key groups.

Starting a Program Evaluation

Evaluation works only if you decide up front what
you want to evaluate and how you will do it. At
the beginning of your project, spend time thinking

Does Your Youth Program Work?

Why Evaluate Your Program?

Evaluations are not just exercises in collecting
numbers and other information. Nor are they pass/
fail tests of your group’s effectiveness or your
program’s mission. They are ways to check your
program’s impact and identify which parts need
to be modified or eliminated to better achieve
your goals. Evaluations can help you discover
whether you carried out the activities you
originally planned, reached your audience,
changed attitudes or behaviors, increased
knowledge, and addressed the problem you
sought to correct.

An evaluation also will provide valuable
information to help determine whether changes
to your program are needed and, if so, what
those changes should be.

Kinds of Evaluation

Evaluations generally are conducted
for two reasons: first, to review what
you’re doing in implementing your
program (a process evaluation), and
second, to identify and measure
the program’s results (an outcome
evaluation). The following are some
common evaluation techniques:

Anecdotes may be entertaining,
but they are insufficient to describe—

much less prove—the success of your youth
program. That requires sound evaluation. By providing

the key components of effective evaluations, this
Bulletin will get you started in evaluating your youth

program, equipping you to measure how well you
have implemented your program and whether it

has had its intended impact.



2

through your evaluation. Identify what informa-
tion you need. For example, if the goal of your
program is crime prevention, you will want to
know whether it does one or all of the following:

◆ Reduces crime.

◆ Reduces fear of crime.

◆ Has a lasting impact.

◆ Attracts support and resources.

◆ Makes people feel safe and better about
being in their school or community.

You also may want to know whether your program
is cost effective. Think about how you will collect
the information, what data need to be gathered at
the program’s start for comparison purposes, and
who will take responsibility for gathering informa-
tion. Just as you have to specify the goals of your
program, you also must specify the goals of your
evaluation. Are you primarily interested in how
your program operates (e.g., “What activities are
carried out?” “What services are provided to
whom?”)? If so, you’ll conduct a process evalua-
tion and design your evaluation activities to
collect information that will answer those ques-
tions. Or, are you interested in the results (e.g.,
“Is there less graffiti in your target neighborhood
for a longer period of time?” “Are program
participants learning what you wanted them to
learn?”)? If this is the case, you’ll conduct an
outcome evaluation and design your evaluation
activities to gather information that will help
answer those questions. In many cases, you’ll
want to conduct both types of evaluations. Figure
out up front what you want to know. This will save
you a lot of time later and help ensure that you get
the information you need.

It’s also important to keep in mind that there’s no
such thing as a generic evaluation—especially if
you’re looking at program outcomes. For example,
although your general questions may be similar
(e.g., “Did we achieve our goals?”), your spe-
cific evaluation questions will be different for

each type of program (e.g., “Did the graffiti
removal program reduce the amount of graffiti on
city buildings?”). Unless you frame your eval-
uation questions carefully, you run the risk of
collecting the wrong type of information.

Ideally, one person or group will take responsi-
bility for the evaluation. Even though it’s
important for evaluators to remain objective,
it’s also important for people who are involved
with the program to be involved with the
evaluation—especially thinking through what
questions need to be answered, what data will
be collected, and how. Conducting an evalua-
tion can be an excellent opportunity for
partnerships with colleges, universities, local
businesses, or other organizations that have
research capabilities, especially if the evalua-
tion requires “number crunching” or rigorous
assessment. These partners may be willing to
donate time and expertise to help process and
analyze the information, especially if you can
help supply volunteers. Graduate students often
will work for free in exchange for access to fresh
data. Try to get your partners involved early so
that everyone is confident that the evaluation
will produce helpful results.

Critical Items for Conducting
Effective Evaluations

Build an Evaluation Into Your Program
From the Start

Plan early. The most important step is to commit
to an evaluation when you start your program.
Once you do, it will become part of the routine
operations of your program. If your program is
already up and running, find a way to add an
evaluation component as soon as possible.
Although there are ways to add an evaluation
midcourse, building an evaluation into your
program from the beginning will give you a better
chance to gather the data needed to measure
important changes caused by your program.
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Thinking through evaluation issues early
helps you check some of the assumptions
you’re making about your program goals and
operations. If your goal is to improve partici-
pants’ knowledge about the dangers of drug
use, the only way you’ll know if their knowl-
edge improved is to measure their knowledge
before and after the program. The same can
be true for a graffiti removal program. If your
goal is to reduce the amount of graffiti in
your neighborhood, you need to evaluate how
much was there before your program began,
how much still exists after your program
ends, and how long the neighborhood stays
clean. The key point here is that in order to
be able to collect the information you’re
going to need, you have to build evaluation
into your program from the start.

Design Your Evaluation Based on
Specific Questions

Come up with a good, clear set of evaluation
questions, which might change (or grow) as
you go along. Make sure the questions you’re
asking are appropriate for your program and
that they’re clearly linked to the program’s
goals and objectives. For example, your
English teacher’s goal is to improve your
knowledge and use of English. It wouldn’t be
too fair to you (or the teacher) if the evaluation
of the class was a math test.

An evaluation design is basically a plan for
collecting data: what information you will
collect, when you will collect it, how, from
whom, and so on. Base your design on what
you want to know about your program (i.e.,
your evaluation questions). These might be
process evaluation questions (e.g., “How many
youth did we reach with educational mes-
sages?”), outcome evaluation questions (e.g.,
“Did test scores improve?” “Did delinquency
decline?”), or both.

3

Collect Data Consistently and
Accurately

Whenever you collect information about some-
thing—or “measure” something—you want to make
sure your measurements are consistent and accurate.
If you want to measure and compare your height over
time, for example, it would be hard to do if one
month you measure with your shoes on and the
next month you measure with your shoes off. Imagine
what would happen if you were watching your weight
and the scale you were using wasn’t very accurate or
you used different scales every time? Would you
want to rely on these shaky measurements to show
your hard-won progress?

The same is true for measurements in evaluation.
For example, if the number of people attending a
series of youth events is one of your measures,
decide whether you are going to count everyone
or just the youth in attendance. Whatever you
decide, you should count the number of people at
each event the same way. Also, make sure to note
differences, if any, in the way you measure. For
example, you may have read test questions aloud
to all second and third graders, but allowed all
fourth and fifth graders to read questions to
themselves. This might affect your evaluation
outcome.

Keep in mind that factors beyond your control
may affect your measurement. If you count
attendance at an outdoor event, the number of
participants may depend on the weather. If the
day of your event is cold and rainy, attendance
will most likely be low. Take this into account
when you evaluate attendance and if you compare
the attendance record with previous events. Also,
find out if anything else was happening in the
community that might have affected your project’s
results. If you were conducting an antigraffiti
campaign and the city’s antigang task force also
launched a major antigang/antigraffiti effort at
the same time, it would not be appropriate for you
to claim credit for all graffiti reductions.
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Measure Only What You Can Use, and
Use What You Measure

Avoid counting everything in sight on the
theory that a widely cast net will find some
positive result, no matter how far fetched.
Resist that temptation. Important findings
could get buried under irrelevant statistics.

Ask yourself at the start, “What will this infor-
mation tell us about whether the project has met
its goals? What would I change if the answer
were yes? If the answer were no? Do the things
I’ve decided to measure really relate to the
program and its goals?” For example, it would
be pretty difficult to explain how counting traffic
accidents at an intersection near a school would
relate to your drug abuse prevention initiative.
But counting traffic accidents involving young
drivers who were found to be drunk or drugged
might be a good measure of the impact of your
drunk-driving elimination campaign.

Evaluation results that aren’t used represent
money, time, and energy poured down the
drain. Youth taking part in the program,
volunteers helping with it, agencies and groups
funding it, and media reporting on it are all
potential audiences for your evaluation find-
ings. Good news can be widely publicized;
news that is not so good can also be shared so it
can contribute to solutions that may already be
under way. Your evaluation can also help others
trying to conduct similar programs.

You also can use what you measure to improve
your project, reassess your goals and objec-
tives, discover whether your project had the
impact that was expected, and help to lay
the foundation for replicating your project
somewhere else.

Challenges and Rewards of an
Evaluation

It is sometimes easy to delay conducting an
evaluation while the “real program” gets going

or to assume that evaluation is impossible
without a lot of money. Although it’s true that
it’s generally a good idea to evaluate a program
that’s in full operation and that some evalua-
tions can be expensive, you may be able to
conduct all or most of the evaluation yourself,
and you may be able to find volunteers to help.

The most important reward gained from an
evaluation should be either confirmation that the
program is meeting (or has met) its goals and
objectives or recognition of things that need to
be changed. It’s a wonderful outcome to be able
to document your success for others, but often
evaluations have mixed outcomes—some
successes and some areas that may require
change due to weak or nonexistent findings.
Also, sharing your findings (successes, obstacles
to overcome, and lessons learned) with others
conducting similar programs can often
be helpful to both your efforts.

Perhaps the second most important reward of an
evaluation are the hidden bonuses—the findings
about attitudes, events, and results that were
unexpected—which can be highly instructive.
These may relate to your goals or to other
relevant issues. Don’t ignore them—and don’t
forget to look for them. For example, at the end
of your antigraffiti campaign, people may reveal
in a survey that, although the graffiti cleanup
was a success, they are now bothered by the
playground filled with trash. The cleanup of the
park could be the focus of your next action
campaign. Maybe the same people who com-
plained would be willing to volunteer. Perhaps
a mayor’s office that previously didn’t have
funding would be willing to help you when you
can prove your program works.

Remember that including an evaluation step in
your overall plan from the very beginning is
smart. After the evaluation is completed, ask
yourself what could have been done better to
reach your goals, to involve more people in your
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project, and to spread your crime prevention
message to a wider audience. Then, make the
necessary adjustments to strengthen your program.

Learning to evaluate your program is a good skill
and one you can apply to all aspects of your life.

An evaluation can help keep your program
going in the right direction. Good luck with
your evaluations—use them to show others
your program works!

Resources

For more information, contact one of the follow-
ing organizations or visit the U.S. Department
of Justice Kids Page Web site at www.usdoj.gov/
kidspage. This site includes information for
children, youth, parents, and teachers.

American Evaluation Association
505 Hazel Circle
Magnolia, AR 71753
888–232–2275
Internet: www.eval.org

Juvenile Justice Clearinghouse
P.O. Box 6000
Rockville, MD 20849–6000
800–638–8736
301–519–5212 (fax)
Internet: ojjdp.ncjrs.org

National Crime Prevention Council
1700 K Street NW., Second Floor
Washington, DC 20006–3817
202–466–6272
Internet: www.ncpc.org

Related Readings

For more information on the evaluation process,
see one of the following publications:

Current United Way Approaches To Mea-
suring Program Outcomes and Community
Change. Alexandria, VA: United Way. 1995.

Fixing Broken Windows: Restoring Order
and Reducing Crime in Our Communities.
G. Kelling and C.M. Coles. New York, NY: The
Free Press. 1996.

Handbook of Practical Program Evalua-
tion. J.S. Wholey, H.P. Hatry, and K.E. New-
comer, editors. San Francisco, CA:
Jossey-Bass. 1994.

How Are We Doing? A Guide to Local
Program Evaluations. Washington, DC:
National Crime Prevention Council. 1998.

How to Conduct Surveys: A Step-by-Step
Guide. A. Fink and J. Kosecoff. Newbury
Park, CA: Sage Publications, Inc. 1985.

How Do We Know We Are Making a Differ-
ence? A Community Substance Abuse
Indicators Handbook. Boston, MA: Join
Together (Boston University School of Public
Health) and Institute for Health Policy (Brandeis
University Heller School). 1995.

New Approaches to Evaluating Commu-
nity Initiatives. J.P. Connell, A.C. Kubisch,
L.B. Schorr, and C.H. Weiss, editors. Washing-
ton, DC: The Aspen Institute. 1995.

A Police Guide To Surveying Citizens and
Their Environment. Police Executive Re-
search Forum. Washington, DC: U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice. 1993 (NCJ 143711).
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This Bulletin was produced by the National Crime
Prevention Council as part of the National Citizens’
Crime Prevention Campaign under a cooperative
agreement with the Bureau of Justice Assistance
(BJA), Office of Justice Programs, U.S. Department
of Justice. The National Crime Prevention Council
is a nonprofit organization that conducts demonstra-
tion and youth-based programs, produces publica-
tions and training materials on a variety of subjects,
and manages the day-to-day activities of the
National Citizens’ Crime Prevention Campaign.

Points of view or opinions expressed in this docu-
ment are those of the authors and do not necessarily
represent the official position or policies of the
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Preven-
tion, BJA, or the U.S. Department of Justice.

The National Youth Network, founded and managed
by the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency
Prevention, consists of diverse youth leaders from
across the Nation who are sponsored by youth-
serving organizations. The goal of the Network is to
recognize and build upon the power and importance
of youth leadership by uniting young people and
adults, through communication and action, to
enable youth organizations and nonaffiliated youth
to have a positive, formidable impact in our commu-
nities and throughout our Nation.

The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency
Prevention is a component of the Office of Justice
Programs, which also includes the Bureau of Justice
Assistance, the Bureau of Justice Statistics, the Na-
tional Institute of Justice, and the Office for Victims
of Crime.

Program Evaluation Overview. K. Jackson, K.
Williams, and D. Elliott. Boulder, CO: Institute of
Behavioral Sciences, University of Colorado. 1996.

Victim Costs and Consequences: A New
Look (An NIJ Research Report). T.R. Miller,
M.A. Cohen, and B. Wiersema. Washington, DC:
U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice
Programs, National Institute of Justice. 1996
(NCJ 155282).


