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In the February 13th issue of Criminal Justice Newsletter, there appeared’

a three-column summary of "an important’evaluation" by, the American Institutes
»5 - for Research (AIR) of the Illinois Unified Delinquency Intervention Services

v -- "UDIS: Deinstitutionalizing the Chronic/Juvenile Offender.”

&

* Because thére:is a discouraged corrections community anxious to believe -

“,‘b i Ca thié evaluation, aﬁd because of a national dissatisfaction with deinstituf
tionalization (with which these findiﬁgs are apparently consonantj, ﬁe have
beén scrutinizing the report and have begun~£o reanalyze mﬁch of it.* Our

' strong im;réssion ié that;the~major conclusions either are an'artifact of'

the methodology employéd‘or have been exaggerated by that methodology. More-

over, it is misleading to conceive of the AIR report as a comprehensive

7 evaluation of UDIS or as the commentary on deinstitutionalization it has

been taken by ﬁany to be.

Althougﬁ our reanalyéis is not completed; it isfépparént that if the’
findiﬁgs and interpretatiqns of the AIR report\were'to be.implementgd as
poliecy,; some of the bést progr;ms for ybuth might be dismantled and some of
éhe worst affirmed. Since the réport and its various éummafieszhave received

a wide airing, including a presentatibn to the U.S. Senate. Subcommittee on

. Doa - .
o - o

o juVenilefDelinquency;;we.feel cbmpelled to alert the‘criminél justice com-

© mundty to several major deficiencies of the reégg; suggested by our pre- -

O T

K , This reanalysis is being funded by the Illina%%%f?gxgmggﬁwgf Corrections.
. The first author was also instrumental in develoding 'a trackinféystem °

,%% for vDIS.
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iiminary reanalysis. In‘our opinion, these shortcomings are.of 'sufficient
magnitude to cast a 'reasonable doubt" on many of the conclusions of the AIR
evaluation‘report.

“AIR evaluates the success of UDIS --- a broad range of alternatives for

- youths who would otherwise be incarceratéd in Department of Corrections (DOC)

institutions --— by comparing the records of youths in UDIS with those of .

youths sent to DOC. The AIR authors conclude that there is little difference

.between UDIS'and DOC in terms of their effectiveness in reducing recidivism.

They report a profound decrease in the dellnquent actrvxty of youths placed
in either UDIS or DOC., Im both cases, rapidly accelerating rates of delinquent
activity are reported to be drastically reduced’(or "suppreased," using the
terminology cf the repcrt) after youths were htreated" by either of the two

programs. ‘The authors further conclude’that the differences‘between UDIS

and DOC were slight; that no less severe prior intervention (e.g., station | -

adjustments, probation) had any salutary efféct onithese serious delinquents;

and that the more intense the UDIS placement (e g., wilderness programs and

wintensive psychologlcal treatment, compared to foster and group homes), the

more successful the 1mpact on recidivism.

The ATR -authors ‘'have correctly criticized the many studies which call any
single poat—intervention re-arrest a measure of recidivism equivalent‘to
multiple re-arrests, and substitute a far better1neasute~0f progran impaCtzl

the proportlon of cffenses reduced in a pre—/post-lntervention comparison

“explanations given for those findings, and (3) the relationshlp between o

'recidivism and the quallty of care.

{ \ .
of delinguent careers. But their'methodology has some difi1Cu1t1es whlch

merit serious discu531on. Qur comments will focus on three major areas: : ‘ B

(1) the validity of the major findlngs, ) the persua31veness of the
Y
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SUPPRESSION OF DELINQUENCY: THE MAJOR. FINDING

“§~ ; ' The "suﬁpreSsion" effect has Eeen highlighted in every summary of the AIR
T evaluation. For each of a variety of high%yfcorrelated indicators (police

e ‘ f contacts, arrests, court appearsnces, and violeecearelated offenses*), the
:report notes a profound reduction in delinquent éehevior thchrhas three

v

important characteristics: {1) the drop is immediate and obvious, even in

the £irst month after release; (2) tﬁe drop is drastic, reducing delinquency
by as much as 74%; and (3) the drop interregts”a eharply accelerating (even |
exponential) rate of delinquent behavior for these youths. We will eomment
on these factors in turn.

~

Suppression and the Missing Delinﬁuents

What disturbs us most about the controvérsy surrounding this report is

that ithe var;uus summaries ignore the ‘problem of the ' mess;ng delinqueats.”

Due to the timeliness of their evaluation, the AIR_authors were forced to

_.
&

" publish their findings even though 20% of the UDIS and DOC delinquents had

not yet been released from programs or institutions. More important, at no

point in their report do the AIR authors make it clear that over 30% of the

delinquents were observed for less than one month in the post-intervention

Eerioé. Published summaries of the AIR report have also failed to report ﬁhis’

.

fact.
The finding that delinquent act1v1ty has been sharply and abruptly re-

W duced is based largely on a series of plots whlch compare the number of

Vz"delinquent acts" (e.gs¢, police contacts) each month per 100 youths=before

c-

§ E '

% In fact, allegations of violence, none of these measures implieS'a con-
viction for the offense ~ ' o T
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theﬂDOCk"treatme‘nt" has not ended.) . - .

L]

intervention with the number per 100 youths followiqg{%elease. And the plots

are visually‘bompelling, showing a hﬁge drop on each index. But while the

data for each month before intervention include all 487 youths in the combined

@

samples, the post-release data in successive months include only those youths

who have been free for that period of time. i

-If the released youths were a fully representati%e subsample of all the

youths in this study, we would have only the slight problem of increasingly

unstable estimates due to decreasing sample sizés. But it is plausible to

assume (and the data suggest) that the still, 1ncarcerated youths, 1nclud1ng

those on whom we have no post-—intervention measures at all, were the most
delinquent"‘ofvail and that their inclusion in the before measure and omission
in the after measure accounts for a large proportion of the "suppression"
effect. To the extent that.length Qf'incarceration, seriousness of delin-
ouencf; and sub quant recidivism arevposl rely related, thls is akin to

measuring everyone‘in & room, dismissing the tallest 257, remeasuring the

rest, and then concluding that everyone in the room has shrunk.

Careful SLrutlny of the AIR report suggest that there was indeed a biased

attrition of cases from.preelnterventlon to post-release. For the ' "most
delinquent" youths, for example, those who had more than 16 prior police
contacts, the attrition rate was 407%. For the‘"least‘deiinquent" youths,

those with only 1-8 prior police contacts, the attrition‘réte wag only 25%.

Clearly, the "most delinquent" youths were overrepresented in pre-intervention v

and underrepresented in post-release measures of delinquency.

if different proportiOns of UDIS and DOnyouths are still incarcerated

~at the end of the observatlon perlod it is also mlsleadlng to conclude that

the two programs have had an equivalent 1mpact ou recidivism. (Moreover,

the DOC youths remaln on’ parole, 1f staying out of trouble is a condition of, :
/ i

5o p
i

their release, they have an addltlonal reason~not to recidivate. In effect,

o
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;5.3»u‘ Exponential Increases and the Regression Artifact

%1‘ ‘,’ Whatévér decrease in recidivism may remain after accounting for biased
.- Qétritionvrateg, it is still an imgortanﬁ‘decrease,if it interrupts an expon-
ent%élly increasing crimin;l career. But the possibility of an artifact in
this ;pcrease is-suggested by oneis impression; surely misleading, that
4without the intervention, these few youths might 5; rgS@onsibie for most of
the érime in the United States within g few months!. In fact, this expoonen-
tial increase is lé}gely a statistical quifk, the mathematical result of
accumulatéd rare events. The appearance of an exponentially increasing
. ' I\
‘v,‘ " rate of delinquency in the pre-intervention period is a result of the éame
process that has generated a regression artifact in these data.
The meaning of regression iﬁ this conﬁext is tﬁat,'oﬁher things equal,
a post-relezase drop in delinquency occurs by chance aione when youths are
selected for "treatment” on a basis of abnormally high pre—intefvention
rates. UDIS and DOC youths were selected for "treatment" 1argeiy on this -
basis. As a result, when the data are aggregated, an exponenﬁial increase
~appears invthe aggregated data. And in poSt-rglease, a drop in the rate of
delinquency is guaranteed.

As an analogy, consider the roll of dice. If an abnormally'high

-

ﬁ*b[ _ number comes up (for example, eleven or twelve), the odds are as high as 35 to 1

that anothér roll of the dice will produce a lowei number (for example, two or

"ten). Thus, when a high number appears, we can "treat" the dice, utter a magic o
. ,H‘ : : B .
. V4 . .
PR phrase, and "cause" a sma%lér number to appear on the next roll.
The appearance of a smaller number has nothing to do with our magic

PR R phrase, of course, but is the result of a regression artifact. The
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in the rate of delinquency for a

- same principle applies to a redﬁcﬁioq(

‘ ‘ . : s ) Ve "~ ) ;(3“
selected cohort. Youths were selected for intervention because their rate
of activity immediately*pridr to interwvention was higher than normal.

Conditions thus are ripe for a regression artifact. The AIR authors have

7

noted this possibilit§ but offer no estimate aé‘to the magnitude of the
régression;artifact. Is it large enoughyto wipe out -the "suppression" o
effect? © - - ' |

| In our opinion, tﬁe‘rate ofvdelinquent activity for éome of these

' youths'would have dropped without an intervention. (We,di3cuss the acknowledged
. influence of maturation below.) A regreséion artifact is most certainly at

. work in these data. In our reanalysis; we are deveting the greatest effort

+

to this probléﬁ.
| REIFICATION OF PLACEMENT CATEGORIES AND THE "“SOLUTION'" TO DELINQUENCY

The authors of the‘AIR'reporf reach conclusions about the comparative
efficacy of the various program options within UDIS. Subdividing‘all program
options into three categories, they claim that "Level III" placements, the

most incarcerative (e.g., wilderness programs. intensive therapeutic resi-

w

denc}), are the most effective. The authors éhen argue~ex‘§;st‘facto‘that
the Level III placéments are more effective because they are more "convipcidg"
to the youths and therefore are taken moge seribusiy by the'youths. Croupk
homes, on the other hand, or so the authors argue, may inéorporate the worst -
P e . ' «

of“tﬁo contrasting intervention models. Gxoup homes are ngithér»placements
af‘homejnor "drastic" enough to impact the‘yodths. Beforéﬁaccepting these

explanations as guides to future policy, however, several important issues

' must‘be'raised;



Tmpacts of Regression and Maturation
\
kY

TheAeuthors' claim for the superiority of Level III UDIS placements is
based on a series of before/after comparisons in which two confounds are
... ' possible. ‘

First, youths have been §pleoted for placement in Level III.

] Some
of the beforef/after comparisons seem to fit the classic model of the regression
artifact which we just discussed

A greater percentage drop in delinquent
activity may occur precisely because the youths had higher pre-intervention

rates of activity, and thus, had further to drop.

Moreover, a commoriplace finding in the delinquency research is that
youths tend to "mature' out of delinquency.

The rate of delinquency for
most youths will therefore drop over time whether there is an intervention
or not. ‘Fev

Few criminologists are surprised by the recent drop in national
crime rates; the average age in.the country is increasing, and as a

population matures, the crime r#te drops as a matter of course.

I When com-—~
paring the impdct of various placements on recidivism then, it behooves

one to make sure that youths placed in one program are heither younger nor
older than youths placed in other programs.

A greater drop in one program
may reflect nothing more than a greater proportion of older youths in that
program.

Apparently no test on the relative ages of the UDIS youths across
placements was made by the authors of the AIR evaluat;on.

o Placement Labels

But a larger issue concerns the meaning of "Level III." In aggregating
placements to Levels I, II, and III, the AIR authors were attempting to rank

"w,"

the various” placements ‘on the basis of ‘how "drast‘ " an intervention each

seemed to be. Level I placements were deemed the least "drastlc,“ Level IIT

‘pldcements the most "drastic."
I

But in their aggregation, the authors grouped
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itogethet placements of'widely varying types and placements which were

attempting to impact youths in fundamentally different ways. Level IIX

o 4p1acements, for example, included both w1lderness—stress programs and high“

security therapeutic hospitalization-programs. Slmilarly, programs with
‘vastly different reputations (but’ bearlng the same descrlptlve labels,
largely for purposes of remuneratlon, e.g., various strlpes of "group homes')
have been equated with one another. When apparent dlfferences were found

between the reecidivism outcomes Level I, II, and III program categories,

the authors assume, and all summaries stress, that their sorting criterion
"explains" the‘difference. .
O0f course, it may be highly misleading to equate programs within such
~;arbi€rary~categories. Wilderness—=stress programs and therapeutic'hospitaliza—
tion programs are both 1abeled as "Level III" plncements. While both of
these programs are '"intensive' they are quite different and theit impacts
cannot be easily compared. And for analytic purposes, it may be just as misg-
leading to label a group of placements simply because~they share a nominal
category (e.g., "group home") as it\is to dabel a group of delinquentstsidply
beceuse they share a nominal category (efg., "chronic‘otfender"). Sample
sises may have dictated some of these arbitrary~decisions but this purely
statistical issue,shOuld not misdirect policy. °

The UDIS staff mede important distinctions among the various plecements
in terms of "quality.' One Level III(¥lacement was especiallvaell regarded
by the UDIS case managers ehd the dedicated steff of this program might well
h;;e been extraordinarily successful wherever  they worked. Since the high pro-
portion - of youths in,Level III UDIS placements were in that single highly

regarded progr@m, the "guality" of program personnel may be profoundly

s e : S . o S
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intertwined with tﬁe "LevelrIII" category. The AIR authors note the high

ratings by UDIS case managers of the Level ITI placements, but in general,’
do not deal with the "quality" of the placement as it relates to recidivism
utcomes. The assumption that program placementsxwithin a nominal category

.

are interchangeable is thus not a wise assumption particularly among thosé

placemerits that the AIR authors have labeled "Level III."

4

Recidivism as a Single Measure of Effectiveness

Finally, to the feduced exteet that recidivism Fesults may hold, can one
coﬁclude that the various progr‘ams\ of UDIS and DOC ha;re been effectively
evaluated? Even here; we think not.

While DOC may accept impact dn recidivisﬁ as an eppropriaﬁe'sinéle>
measure of effectiveness —-—- thouéh we suspect that they would hot'~—- it
is'a sinnga_ly misleading me asnfe~fer characterizing what UDIS meaet‘to -
accomplish. Recidivism has al: ays been but one (and not necessarily the

most salient) Way in which UDIS ha, attempted to.reform’the Juvenlles in their

care. Thedir emphasis has been on 1ndividualizing care, on close monditoring
of the activities of their charges;;and on modifying the UDIS program for

individual youths when warranted by . progress or the lack of it. While much

\
\

of this is commented on in the AIR report, the publlshed summaries Lend to

- ignore these points in favor of the more,spectacular claims about recidivism,

- * ' Moreover, UDIS emphasized not pfograms, but program packages;wﬁ%re youths

~ could be moved from placement to placement, -often according to a prearranged

prlan.  Concentrating solely on the first (and often very brief) placement,

misses the emphasis UDIS promotes. In addition, UDIS staff were openly

aware that some of their placements and some of their workers were better

i



"than others. UDIS hed hoped that an evaluatibn‘Would iiiuminate these'

o 10 ' ' B s

oz

issues. But on this score, and on a variety of other ‘characterizaticns of

A
Al

pregram quallty,;the AIR evaluation is nearly silemt. It is particularly ironic

~ that UDIS, which so stressed individualization and outcomes other than

Y

- CONCLUSION

measures of program success.

.

recidivism, should be subjected to an evaluation which collapses placementsj

into broad categories and virtuaily ignores all but the most traditional

s}
«

UDIS is not "Deinstitutionalization'

Coa

The AIR report has also been widely interpreted as a commentaryfen

1

"deinstitutionalization," with the assumption that UDIS is an attempt to

achieve that outcome. But this too is misleading. In fact, some of the

placements within UDIS are fully as institutional as DOC. Inigart,'these
’ ’ * ( L

AN

UDIS programs were a response to the political environment: jﬁvenile court

judges required UDIS to maintain secure detention facilities within its

panoply of placements before the courts would take seriously the program

-as a whole. But these secure placements are (a) inapproPriately thought of

asalternatxvesto 1nst1tut10nallzatlon, and (b) so expens1ve within the
range of UDIS altermatives that they serlously 1nf1ate the costs of UDIS.
UDIQ costs as reported by the AIR authoss are therefore mot an adequate

measure of the costs of "delnstltutlonallzed" care.

Because of these problems in analysis and construct validity, the AIR
report may have left an. 1nappropriate impression on the cotrections communlty

The report has been w1dely dlstrlbuted and in its present form is c1ted as a

sor

trenchant commentary on a variety.of crucial issues in juvenile correctlons.

v
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.The ' even more widely distributed summaries of the report lack the ‘context the

AIR authors provide, and thus, are particularly misleading.

Our opinion on the basis of a pre%}minary reanalysis of these data

is that the finding of a "suppression" effect is overstated by the ALR réport.

/

But in addition, we believe that any study which characterizes such an apparently

different program as UDIS solely in terms of routine measures such as recid-

ivism so caricatures the program as to be irredemably misleading. We

recognize the fact that "harder" measures (e.g., recidivism, dollar costs)

are easier to handle with the currently available social science methods
than are "softer" measures. But program quality is crucial to an evaluation,

particularly when the goal of the evaluation is set policy guidelines. This

il N
- point is much more a comment on the inadequacies of our discipline, and

"~ suggests that in this area as in so many others, social scientists and

technicians should not be allowed -to dominate the definition of problems or

solutions.

This letter was sent to  Editor ‘ ‘ -
Criminal Justice Newsletter .
National Council on Crime and Delinquency
411 Hackensack Avenue
Hackensack, NJ 07601

Juné 15, 1978
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