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Delinquency Prevention and Control Programs 
The Need for a Conceptual Framework and Evaluation Strategies 

Albert P. Cardarelli is assistant professor of sociology at Boston University and 
former codirector of its Community Sociology ppogram. 
Dr. Cardarelli specializes in studies of social and political 
violence and juvenile justice. 

Charle3 P. Smith is director of the National Juvenile Justice System Assessmei1t 
Center. Dr. Smith is former director of management services for 
the State of California and a former California Youth Authority 
parole agent. 

The Need for Evaluation 

The need for evaluation of juvenile delinquency prevention and 
control programs cannot be overstated. An examination of the ju­
venile justice system indicates a decided lack of comprehensive 
information on the effectiveness of such programs. Existing eval­
uation materials are generally of poor quality and provide little 
information on the effectiveness of intervention strategies. Proj­
ect directors in many cases are unaware of how to des ign eval ua­
tion measures and generally resort to descriptive accounts of pro­
gram strategies based largely on "intuitive" measures. 

The lack of evaluation materials on delinquency prevention 
was confirmed by William Wright and Michael Dixon after a compre­
hensive review of delinquency prevention efforts published in the 
literature over 1964 to 1974. After reviewing some 6,600 abtracts 
of programs, the authors were able to find only 96 reports which 
contained some form of empirical data on project effects. While 
these projects included both prevention and treatment strategies, 
the authors conclude: 

... that the evaluation Ii terature is-low in both scientific 
validity and policy utility, and that no delinquency fre­
prevention strategies can be definitely recommended. 

The findings of Dixon and Wright are further supported by those 
of Lundman, McFarlane, and Scarpitti. 2 After examining some 1,000 
citations of delinquency studies published professionally, the au­
thors were able to find only 25 that contained information on the 
na ture and resul ts of the preven~ion venture. Of these, most 
could be described as "corrective," and that "in no specific pre­
vention program examined was attention paid to the establishment 
of punitive or mechanical prevention policies."4 In their anal­
ysis of these projects, the authors' findings are similar to those 
of Dixon and Wr ight, and in their conci us ions they argue: 

Copyright (c) 1979 Albert P. Cardarelli and Charles P. Smith 

337 

. -

, 

. ... 



Del inquency preven tion prog rams have been largely unsuc­
cessful because of inadequate data, inaccurate or incom­
plete theories, and compromised intervention strategies. 
We believe, therefore, that the solutions include direct 
field observation of delinquents, construction of inte­
grated theories which reflect these field data, and as­
sessment of the cgnstraints which currently compromise pre­
vention efforts. 

In the following pages, we will discuss some of the issues as­
socia ted wi th del inquency prevention and control and suggest a con­
ceptual framework for evaluating such activities. 

The Growing Role of Government 

Regardless of one's faith in, or skepticism about, crime sta­
tistics, there is near universal agreement that the volume of 
crime increased during the las t 2 decades, and tha t much of this 
increase resul ted from crimes orig ina ted by juveniles and young 
adults. While this increase has to be balanced against the fact 
that many juveniles "phase out of" delinquent activities when they 
enter their late teen years, the ne~d to prevent the onset and 
I?ers,is tence C?f del inquency is obv ious. The more success ful society 
1S In reduc1ng the number of juveniles entering the juvenile justice 
system, the greater the likelihood of reducing the number of juveniles 
who become persistent or chronic offenders. 7 The importance of 
prevention in the reduction of the number of such offenders is 
reflected in the growing concern of the Federal Government in juvenile 
delinquency and youth crime during the 1960's. 

In 1961, the President's Committee on Juvenile Delinquency and 
You th Crime was es tabl ished. This commi ttee soon recommended the 
enactment of the Juvenile Del inquency and Youth Offenses Control 
Act of 1961. Originally authorized for 3 years, the act was later ex­
tended through fiscal year 1967. In 1967, the importance of pre­
vention ,in d~aling w,ith, crime and delinquency was highlighted by 
the Pres1dent s CommIssIon on Law Enforcement and Administration 
of Justice, which stated: 

In the last analysis, the most promising and so the most im­
portant method of dealing with crime is by preventing it-­
by ameliorating the conditions of life that drive people 
to commit crimes and that undermine the resti:."aining rules 
and i~sti tutions erected by society against an tisocial con­
duct. 
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In the following year (1968), Congress enacted both the Juve­
nile Delinquency Prevention and Control Act and the Omnibus Crime 
Control and Safe Streets Act. These were followed by the Juvenile 
Delinquency Prevention Act of 1972 where, in a similar fashion 
to the earlier Prevention and Control Act of 1968, funding remained 
under the auspices of the U. S. Department of Health, Education, 
and Welfare (HEW) • Two years later, Congress enacted the Juvenile 
Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act of 1974, which established 
the Office of Juvenile Ju.stice and Delinquency Prevention within 
t.he Law Enforcement Assistance Administration (LEAA) of the Depart­
ment of Justice. The concern of the Federal Government regarding 
delinquency and the importance directed toward "prevention" is evi­
denced not orily in the title of the act of 1974, but in the atten­
tion given to prevention as an important strategy for forestalling 
antisocial behavior among adolescents and young adults. 

In pointing to the major objectives of the Act, Congress not­
ed that its declared policy was: 

.•• to prov ide the necessary resources, leadersh ip, and co­
ordination (1) to develop and implement effective methods 
of prevent ing and reducing juvenile del inquency; (2) to 
develop and conduct effective programs to prevent delin­
quency, to divert juveniles from the traditional juvenile 
justice system and to provide critically needed alternatives 
to institutionalization; (3) to improve the quality of juve­
nile justice in the United States; and (4) to increase 
the capacity of State and local governments and publ ic 
and private agencies to conduct effective juvenile justice 
and del inquency prevention and rehabili tat ion programs and 
to provide research, evaluation, and training services in 
the field of juvenile delinquency prevention. 9 

Defining Prevention-Some Conceptual Issues 

The purpose of the following discussion is to review some of 
the varied meanings associated with the concept of "prevention." 
Before doing so, however, it is important to realize that the con­
fusion and ambiguity associated with prevention is further exacer­
bated by joining it with the term "delinquency." Both concepts, 
because of their inclusiveness, have incited a good deal of con­
troversy and debate at the policy or programmatic level. 

In an early review of delinquency prevention programs, Witmer 
and Tufts point to three major conceptions of prevention that domi­
nated the field of delinquency up to the 1950's.10 The first cat-
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egory includes efforts aimed at promoting the "healthy personality 
development~ of all children. Within this broad conceptual level, 
the preventIon (or control) of delinquency was directed toward im­
proving those aspects of society that affect the personality de­
velopmen t of children. Obv iously, the range of such acti v i ties 
is extremely broad and encompass ing, and while commendable, 
incl udes a greater array of behavior than del inquency. A second 
category envisions delinquency prevention as efforts directed pri­
mar:ily toward potential delinquents before they become involved 
in delinquent behavior. Proponents of this viewpoint not only 
bel ieve that communi ty resources can be more effectively util ized 
with predelinquents, but argue that such individuals can be iden­
tified through predictive measures. The third category includes 
programs which stress the reduction of recidivism by lessening the 
poss ibil i ty of ser ious offenses. Prevent ion efforts under th is 
orienta tion are directed toward preventing the continuance of de­
linquency rather than its onset. 

After reviewing the efforts based on these categories, the 
authors argue for a definition of prevention as referring "both 
tc;> th~ fc;>restalling of delinqu,ent behav\or and also to the reduc­
~Ion In Its frequency and serIousness." 1 In this way, they have 
Included the essential elements of all three defini tions above as 
opposed to arriving at a more precise definition. Rather than 
discuss the merits of these approaches, several additional inter­
pretations of prevention will be examined. 

In a further critique of delinquency prevention programs pri­
or to the 1960' s, John Martin found that delinquency prevention 
programs correspond to one of the following definitions: 

• Del inquency prevention is the sum total of all activ­
ities that contribute to the adjustment of children and 
to heal thy personalities in children. 

• Delinquency prevention is the attempt to deal with par­
ticular environmental conditions that are believed to 
contribute to delinquency. 

• Delinquency prevention consists of specific preventive 
services provided to individual children or groups of 
children. 12 

Although the first category is'a restatement of l<'Jitmer and 
Tufts' classification, the second definition emphasizing "environ­
mental conditions" reflects the increasing attention paid to the 
importance of the social system as a causal factor in increasing 
delinquency. The last definition indicates a growing'"recognition 
of the var ied types of behav ior class if ied as "del inquency" and 
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the search for differential treatment strategies. As with Witmer 
and Tuf~s, each of these program orientations can be traced to 
the va~led theoretical perspectives oriented toward the etiology 
of delInquency. 

The confusion in delinquency prevention that prevailed in the 
1950's and early 1960's led Lejins to write in 1967: 

•.• the field of prevention is by far the least developed 
area of criminology. Current popular views are naive, 
vague, mostly erroneous, and for the most part devoid of 
anY,awareness of research findings; there is a demand for 
actIon on the basis of general moralistic beliefs dis­
carded criminolog ical theories of bygone days, and' other 
equally, invali? opinions and reasons. In scientific and 
professIonal cIrcles the subject of prevention has received 
r~markably littl~ attention. Even the basic concepts in the 
f~eld of preventI,on ,lack precision. There has been very 
l~ttle theory-buIldIng, and attempted research under such 
cIrcumrtances has failed to produce any significant re­
sults. 3 

In h is rev iew of the field 
the need to distinguish between 
Lej ins: 

of prevention, Lej ins argues 
"prevention" and "control." 

Prevention is a measure taken before a criminal or delin­
quent act has actually occurred for the purpose of forestall­
ing such an act; control is a measure taken after a criminal 
ordelinquent act has been committed. 

for 
For 

Since "control measures" may also help to forestall further 
criminal offenses, Lejins argues that it is a difficult and con­
fusing task to differentiate between control and prevention, un­
less the concept of control is restricted to: 

••• any action concerning an offender taken as a resul t of 
his having committed an offense ••• even if it interrupts 
the continuation of criminal behavior and thereby forestalls 
future criminal acts.~5 

Using this distinction as a base, Lej ins describes three types 
of prevention: punitive, corrective, and mechanical. 16 Punitive 
prevention, he notes, relies on the threat of punishment to fore­
stall the criminal law, and is based on the premise that a poten­
tial offender's awareness of the prospective punishment for an of­
fense will deter him from that behavior. Corrective prevention, 
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on the other hand, is based on the premise that certain conditions 
"lead tol! or "cause" criminal behavior and it is these conditions 
which must be eliminated if delinquency is to be prevented. The 
last category, that of Mechanical prevention, is directed toward 
making it difficult or impossible for an individual successfully to 
commit a limited range of offenses. Under this orientation, the 
primary goal is to "harden the target" to make it inaccessible 
to the offender. The recognition that prevention includes a wide 
range of activities is also noted by Eleanor Hari9w, who in 1969, 
distinguished three major prevention strategies: 

• Primary Prevention is directed toward the criminogenic 
environment wi thout distinguishing between those persons 
who have respond8d criminally and those who have not. 

@) Secondary Prevention incl udes prog rams concerned wi th 
delinquency-prone individuals and emphasizing early 
identification and treatrn!:nt of predelinquents. 

• Tertiary Prevention is corrective in that it is con­
cerned with preventory recidivism. 

An examination of Harlow's categories indicates little differ­
ence between the early classifica tion of Wi trner and Tufts; each 
interprets prevention as being directed at three types of youth: 
(a) general population, (b) predelinquent, and (c) delinquent. 
Obviously, the use of the term "prevention" to include activities 
as soc ia ted wi th all th ree categories of youth can only add to the 
confusion associated with the concept. 

In a more recent analysis of prevention, Kenneth Polk and Sol­
omon Kobrin argue that the tendency in the past has been to search 
for the "causes" of crime and to develop prevention programs ad­
dressed to these causes. 18 In their analysis the authors argue 
for an approach that specifies how legitimate rather than illegit­
imate pursuits are pursued. Delinquency prevention, they argue, 
should emphasize institutional reform rather than individual 
change. For them, both from a practical and strategic matter: 

The approach to the problem of adol escen t dev iance, and 
to del inquency preventio~ and con trol, must focus on in­
stitutional malfunction. 9 

Based on this approach, efforts would be directed toward 
turing existing institutions, while discarding those 
that tend to foster delinquent behavior and identities. 

restruc­
features 

Polk and Kobrin go on to argue tha t since prevention con­
sists of activities developed to reduce the incidence of those be-
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hav iors that lead to the impos i tion of the label of del inquency, 
the most appropriate manner in which this can be accomplished is 
through the restrusturing of the present institutions or the crea­
tion of new ones. 2 

The growing attention to insti tutional change is also noted 
by LaMar T. Empey who argues that " ..• any serious effort at crime 

. prev~ntion would have to consider ways by which socialization per 
~ mlght be made more effective." 21 Given th is direction, Empey 
argll~s that if these institutions are to be more effective, pre­
ventlon programs should consider the following assumptions as cru­
cial to prevention: 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

the primary focus of prevention efforts should be upon 
the establishment among young people of a legitimate 
identity; 

a legitimate identity among young people is most likely 
to occur if they have a stake in conformi ty; 

the cultivation in young people of a legitimate identity 
and a stake in conformity requires that they be provided 
wi th socially acceptable, respons ible, and personally 
gratifying roles; and 

a rational strategy of delinquency reduction and c~ntrol 
must address the task of institutional change. 2 

In an attempt to deal with existing confusion regarding the def­
ini tion of "prevention," and the most appropriate strateg ies to 
accompl ish the prevention of del inquency, the National Adv isory 
Committee on Criminal Justice Standards and Goals recommended the 
following definition in 1976: 

Del inquency prevention is a process of problem identifi­
ca tion, resource analys is and strategy build ing aimed at 
lowering rates of del inquency through the provis ion of 
serv ic~~ to persons or groups wi th spec if ic and de)Tlonstra ted 
needs. 

While the above definition indicates the importance of "process" 
in the prevention of delinquency, it also emphasizes the "provi­
sion of services" as the major strategy for accomplishing preven­
tion. 

These conclusions clearly indicate the need to differentiate 
among varied patterns of del inquency in both cr iminolog ical re­
search and delinquency prevention programs. 24 In addition to these 
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definitional issues, it is also important to recognize that a ma­
jori ty of juveniles engage in del inquent acts sometime during 
their adolescence, most of which are never officially observed or 
recorded.2~ Further, while most adolescents with official arrest 
records are from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, the ev idence that 
del inquency ex ists among all levels of the economic system is 
quite substantial. 26 The implications of these findings for de­
linquency prevention programs need to be given serious considera­
tion. 

In addition to the confusion generated by the meaning of 
"del inquency" in research stud ies, the problem of def ining del in­
quency may also affect the way in which delinquency prevention 
programs are developed. Spergel, for example, argues that the 
term del inquency: 

... is just as variable and complex as community. In fact, 
it may be even more var iable wi thin a community than 
across the j uvenile-j us tice system. There appears to be 
no across the board operational definition of delinquents 
or predelinquents in community based programs. It is not 
at all clear what a community program to prevent or to treat 
delinquents really is or should be. 27 

Studies, evaluations, and descriptions of prevention and treat­
ment programs nationwide rarely define the range of behavior in­
cl uded under the def ini tion of del inquency nor, except in a flew 
cases are there well-developed stra~eg ies to deal with the d if­
ferential character of del inquency. 2 Further, while many admin­
istrators and program staff are able to distinguish between pre­
vention and control in theory, the distinctions are not always 
explicit in practice. Some agencies, ,claiming to be "preven~iv~" 
organ iZa tions, are actually involved ln the tr,ea tmen t ,of ad] ud~­
cated delinquents, while some "treatment" agencles are lnvolved ln 
the development of preventive activities for children considered 
to be either "predelinquent" or as having high probabilities of 
be ing def ined as del inquen t at some futur,e time. , Further, sin~e 
the term "prevention" is not always preclsely deflne~ by practl­
tioners, it is d iff icul t to establ ish mutually excl us 1 ve ca tegor­
ies of preventive and treatment activities, thus adding to the 
confusion that has do~~nated the field of delinquency prevention 
for the last 40 years. 

Despite recent efforts to provide overall profiles of the 
types of projects aimed at preventing juvenile delinquency, little 
is known about the effectiveness of the wide range of interven­
tions to prevent delinquent behaviors. 30 Similarly, there have 
been virtually no efforts to describe both the actual interventions 
and the chains of theoretical reasons and assumptions linking these 
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interve~tions to underlying principles of causality and social 
change. 1 In s,hort., little is known about either what actually 
takes p~ace natlonally under the rubric of juvenile delinquency 
preventlon or, how those practices and projec;ts are justified by 
sound theoretlcal and operational principles.3~ 

A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR EVALUATING 
DELINQUENCY PREVENTION AND CONTROL PROGRAMS 

A Synthesis of Delinquency Prevention Projects 

Al though findings from each of the above mentioned studies 
a~e based on analyses of reports contained within the professional 
11 tera ture, ,they are consistent wi th those obta ined in an assess­
ment of ,dellnquency ,prevention prbj ects conducted by the Center 
of V,?catlonal, Educatlon at Ohio State during 1975, under a grant 
prov~ded3~y tne National Institute of Law Enforcement and Criminal 
'!ustlce. , The purpose, of this assessment was to provide an 
lnforma~lon ,base for ~ollcymakers by ~xamining and assessing cur­
~ent strategles of dellnquency preventlon nationwide. The follow­
lng p~ges provide a synthesis and assessment of the major findings 
of thlS effort. 

In or~er to arrive ,at a representative sampling of delinquen­
~y preventlon programs ln operation, an extensive search of exist­
lng data bases was undertaken. This data search yielded several 
referer:ce sources to project specific information ranging from 
app~oxlmately ~O? to over 5,000 citations. The Law Enforcement. 
Asslstance Admlnlstration' s Grant Management Information Service 
(GMIS) ~ by far, the largest printout, included 2,100 pages of project 
summarles, wlth an average of 2.5 summaries per page. 34 Unfor­
tunately, t~e GMIS did not distinguish between primary and second­
ary prevent10n f5rograms and ,consequently further manual screening 
was necessary. When poss1ble, staff keyed decisions to catch­
phrases such as "preClelinquent" and "primary prevention." Even­
tu~lly" 1,486 programs were identified as prevention programs; of 
thlS, flgure only 20 percent were currently active. After an ex­
t~nslve phone,surv~y, 120 projects were selected as possible can­
dldates for slte v1sits. 

Efforts were also directed toward establishing contacts with 
information sources other than LEAA. Specifically, the staff 
searched fur Federal, State, and local agencies of government in-
volved in delinquency prevention. To add to these difficulties 
no centralize~ source of info~mation exists for cataloging private~ 
~y ~un~ed dellnquency preventlon projects or programs. Therefore, 
1 t 1S 1mportant to note that the analysis is skewed toward fed­
erally supported efforts. 
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Actual si te selection procedures for assessing del iquency pre­
vention programs were initiated by an extensive telephone inter­
view survey which focused on individual projects. The purpose of 
these inteviews was to confirm the type of program and to gather 
program information prior to the final site selection. Many of 
the projects contacted in this manner nominated additional primary 
prevention programs with which they were familiar. All projects 
reviewed by telephone were classified according to the following 
criteria: 

• the type intervention by cluster type (see descriptions 
below) 

• geographic location 

• locus of intervention (e.g., family, schools) 

• predominate mode of intervention (e.g., case work, coun­
seling) 

• target group characteristics (e. g., age, sex, race, and 
approximate percentage of clients having police or ju­
venile court records) 

• funding source 

• maturity (i.e., years in existence) 

• staff size 

• evaluation. 

It is important to emphasize that one crucial criterion for 
site selection was evaluation. Extreme care was given to visiting 
sites claiming formal, external evaluations, which offer the most 
potential for gathering systematic information. From the list of 
120 projects, 35 were selected for site visits. 

In addi tion to the importance of evaluation, efforts were 
made to examine a wide range of projects representative of the 
dominant strategies being utilized by program staff. Based on an 
extensive review of literature, :t;'esearch, and evaluation reports 
of delinquency control and prevention, a conceptual framework for 
classifying strategies f~d techniques of juvenile delinquency pre­
vention was developed. This framework classifies specific pro­
gram techniques under one of six major intervention strategy clus­
ters described belciw. 

Counseling: 
psychiatric 
giving and 

Def ined as that range of interventions from 
analysis and psychotherapy to simple advice 

"active listening." It is the most prevalent 
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Figure I 
Juvenile Delinquency Prevention 

Program Elements 37 

(1) CONTEXT 

The set of conditions and assumptions which operationally and 
conceptually define the program's distinctive features. 

SUBE LEMENTS: 

1. Theoretical bases· fundamental assumptions of delinquency causation 

2. Historical antecedents 

~. Organizational structure 

4. Funding level and source 

5. Physical setting and facilities 

t 
(2) CLIENT IDENTIFICATION 

The combination of techniques, procedures, and criteria by which 
individuals and groups are defined, screened, selected, and admitted 
to programs . 

SUBELEMENTS: 

1. Identification criteria 

2. Selection procedures/techniques/instruments 

3. Referral sources and channels for referral 

4. Client demographic characteristics 

t 
(3) INTERVENTION STRATEGIES 

The actual activities, specifically defined and engaged in by 
practitioners for the purpose of preventing delinquency. 

SUBELEMENTS: 

1. Actual intervention activities 

2. Duration 

3. Intensity 

4. Incremental feedback 

(4) 'ROGRAt EVALUATION 
The process by which a program obtains and interprets feedback 
on the extent to which its activities arr: effective in preventing 
delinquency. 

SUBELEMENTS: 
1. Success criteria/goals 

2. Info~maJion gathering, procedures 

3. Factors beyond program control 

4. Follow·up 

5. AnalysiS/interpretation/reporting 

6. Methodological rigor 

I 
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and widely accepted of all intervention strategies, employed 
by licensed psycholog ists, social workers, and lay persons 
alike. 

Recreation: Defined as those semiorganized and organized 
nonwork activi ties engaged in by youth for pleasure and 
considered by practi tioners as an appropriate youth devel­
opment activity to prevent destructive behavior. 

POlice-School-Community Relations: Defined as those pro­
grams designed to promote positive attitudes, opinions, 
and thoughts of individuals in society toward the law in 
general and law enforcement activities in particular. Most 
such programs involve law enforcement off ic ials who attempt 
to minimize the alienation between youth and the law. 

Instruction: Defined as those activities that manipulate 
given resources and skills to bring about an improved grasp 
and comprehension from diverse sources. Information may 
be ei ther formal or informal knowledge. It is a strategy 
that has as its objective an increase in competence for 
the adolescent, those in traditional positions of instruc­
tion (e.g. teachers), or both. 

Opportuni ty Enhancement: Defined as those efforts to gen­
erate resources that would provide opportunity to acquire 
and apply given skills. In practice, opportunity enhance­
ment programs involve job training, vocational counseling, 
job development and job placement activities to increase 
the life changes of an individual youth. The key concept 
of these programs is the provision of opportunity. 

Youth Advocacy: Def ined as those activities which involve 
the direct interface with insti tutions on the behalf of 
youth. While it may be undertaken for an individual youth, 
it is usually associated with "class action." Advocacy pro­
grams favor changes in organizational structures, proce­
dures, and service patterns as well as changes in the 
legal institutions. Emphasis is on innovative change and 
effective delivery of services to clients. 

A series of pretests of local prevention programs in Ohio was 
initiated to determine problem areas in gathering information dur­
ing site visits. Based on these experiences, a site-review manual 
was developed which had as its objective the development of a de­
scriptive profile of each project in terms of four broad categor-
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ies. These include: (1) the context of the program; (2) the meth­
ods of client identification; (3) the intervention strategies 
used to help prevent delinquency; and (4) the methods of evalua­
tion utilized in the program (see Figure I for a summary of these 
categories). 

Context is defined as the set of conditions and assumptions 
which operationally and conceptually define the distinctive fea­
tures of delinquency prevention programs. Included are the phys­
ical, financial, historical, organizational, and theoretical 
characteristics of the program. 

Within "context," the matter of fundamental assumptions 
represents an area requiring special attention and documentation. 
It was felt that the fundamental assumptions would define the 
bases upon which target audiences are identified, the interven­
tion strategies which are selected and implemented, and the eval­
uation logic and procedures which are to be employed. 

It should be strongly stressed that it was not expected that 
any single program would (or should) attempt to articulate and 
document the fundamental assumptions that account for the full 
range of all delinquent behavior. Rather, it was anticipated 
that programs would either "specialize" in mediating particular 
causative factors within a well-defined and documented range, 
or would involve staff in prevention practices, exclusive of caus­
ative factors, but within an equally well-defined range of ac­
tivities. 

Client Identification is defined as the combination of tech­
niques, procedures, and criteria by which individuals and groups 
are defined, screened, selected, and admitted to program parti­
cipation. As previously indicated, the fundamental assumptions 
of a project indicate the problematic characteristics or causa­
tive factors from which the identification cri teria and proce­
dures are derived. A review of project summaries prior to site 
visits indicated that many programs are much less individualized 
or targeted in identifying characteristics of causation which are 
to be dealt with by the intervention process. . Often termed 
"nontargeted," these programs are more general in setting crite­
ria than so-called targeted programs. Relative juvenile crime 
rates, scholastic ability, school dropout rates, crime victim 
surveys, self-report instruments, socioeconomic status, ethnic­
i ty, or area of res idence are all cri teria used for nontargeted 
group selection. 

Int.ervention Strategies include the full range of actual 
activities engaged in by practitioners for the purpose of pre­
venting delinquer;cy. Included within the program element of in­
tervention are the subelements of duration, intensity, and sen­
sitivity to incremental feedback. While duration and intensity 
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are self-explanatory terms, it was anticipated that within pro­
grams both would vary by client, and that such variance would 
be determined by individual client characteristics, staff sen­
sitivity to incremental feedback, and the unique needs of both 
staff and clients. Sensitivity to incremental feedback presup­
poses the ideal existence of planned and implemented measurement 
points during the intervention process. Such "midstream" mea­
surement points allow for decisions to be made regarding the 
success or appropriateness of the intervention activity, changes 
in intervention methodology (i.e., possibly referral to another 
program), cl ient recycl ing, termination from all intervention 
efforts, or simply changes in duration or intensity. 

Evaluation is defined as the process by which a program 
obtains and interp.rets feedback on the extent to which its inter­
ventions have been successful. An ideal program evaluation would 
attempt to explain both its successes and failures in terms of 
implications for program improvement. Measure~ of costeffective­
ness or administrative efficiency, al though helpful, are not 
considered to be sufficient evaluation measures. Similarly, mon­
itoring practices, incorporating numbers of clients served by 
age, sex, ethnicity, education level, and reporting problems are 
not, in and of themselves, evaluation. 

In effect, the evaluation of most programs should be two­
fold. The evaluator should first focus on the changes and proc­
esses that develop throughout the history of the project and 
whether these changes affect the character and direction of the 
intervention strategies. Second, the evaluator should determine 
the impact of the strategies on the extent or character of delin­
quency. 

The difficulties in adhering to these "ideal" evaluation con­
siderations are enormous. When one considers the fact that few 
programs have managed to conduct impact evaluations which offer 
conv inc ing ev idence that del inquent behav iors have been preven­
ted, it becomes clear that obstacles to a methodologically sound 
evaluation abound. 

The above discussion provides a general description of the 
four broad elements of juvenile delinquency prevention projects 
--context (emphas izing fundamental assumptions), cl ient identif i­
cation, intervention strategies, and evaluation--which were uti­
lized in the site visits to assess delinquency prevention pro­
grams. Implied in each of these definitions are several major 
logical linkages or interrelationships of program elements (see 
Figure II). Throughout our assessment the underg irding principle 
was that if these linkages were clear and strong in their logic, 
the projects would be much more effective and efficient in their 
activities. 
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Figure II 
Logical Linkages of Juvenile Delinquency 
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p~inciples and Guidelines for State and Local Administrators of Juvenile Delinquency Preven­
t1on.programs; by Dennis L. Billing~17Y' Albert P. Cardarelli and Jerry P. Walkeri National 
Inst1tute of Law Enforcement and Cr1m1nal Justice; January 1976, p. 8. 
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An Assessment of Delinquency Prevention Projects 

Some of the .major findings associated with the site visits 
are summarized in terms of the four major categories3~f context, 
client identification, intervention, and evaluation. 

Context-Fundamental Assumptions 

For almost all site visits it was necessary to infer many 
of the projects' fundamental assumptions about delinquency caus­
ative factors. Members of the prevention programs interviewed 
either did not explicitly state the basic assumptions or philos­
ophies underlying their programs, or simply did not give serious 
consideration to the issue. Many programs intervene only with 
strategies with which they are most familiar and proficient-­
usually counseling--but do not or cannot directly link what they 
are doing to any basic assumptions about the causes of delin­
quency. Thus, while the family is seen by almost all projects 
as a "causat i ve" factor in del inquency, less than one-half of 
the projects emphasize family intervention strategies. Further, 
al though economic factors are viewed as important causal ele­
ments, they are seldom dealt with directly. For example, many 
program staff argue that attempts to ameliorate the "causes" of 
delinquency are not feasible within their programs, and there­
fore are not productive avenues to pursue. In this respect, it 
becomes clear why many programs which report the same fundamental 
assumptions differ substantially in the intervention strategies 
they utilize. 

Overall, the site interv iews revealed a pattern of ill­
defined or inconsistent fundamental assumptions and intervention 
strategies. Often, prevention program staff paid lip service to 
particular types of intervention strategies but did not implement 
them. Lastly, in several cases it was evident that the funda­
mental assumptions about delinquency causation often were pre­
pared for purposes of grantsmanship and were really not mani­
fested in any part of the program. 

Client Identification 

In terms of the weaknesses of the prevention program, the 
process of identifying potential del inquents is second only to 
the illogic and inconsistency between context and intervention 
and is due in part to the many dilemmas and paradoxes faced by 
project directors. Because of the virtual absence of consistent 
identification criteria, most delinquency prevention projects 
not only work with nondelinquents but with those who are arrested 
or adjudicated as delinquent. Although these programs are able 
to provide an indication as to the proportion of clients within 
each category, the intervention stra teg ies wi thin the programs 
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do not discriminate between the so-called nondelinquent youth and 
those who have "penetrated the system." In fact several of 
the projects made a point of not asking question~ related to 
the clients' ,Previ,ou,s a::-rests or apprehensions. Inappropriate 
or neglected ldentlflca tlon procedures and cri teria resul t in the 
in~ppropriate selection of clients and account in part for the 
fallure of many delinquency prevention programs to demonstrate 
their success. 

The lack of congruency or log ical 1 inkages between the iden­
tifica tion of cl ien ts and fundamental assumptions or inte rven­
tion s tra teg ies brought to 1 ight several other important find­
ings. Prima ry among these is the topic of cl ient selectivity 
or ,what is referred to as "the skimming process." Through a 
varlety of means, many of the prog rams manage to work with "the 
best of the, bad kids," referring the more belligerent, hostile, 
and aggresslve youths to other agencies, or leaving them to fend 
for themsel~es. This is an important finding for social policy. 
The exclusl<;)fl of those youths most in need of services may preclude 
~he preven tlo,n of mo re se rious fo rrns of del inquency and may be 
lnstrumental ln the development of criminal careers. 

Intervention Strategies 

Actual intervention techniques were found to conform to the 
six clus ter types as previously specula ted. Prog rams in the field 
exhibited intervention activities which may generically be titled 
counsel ing, ins tructional, recrea tional, youth advocacy, opportu­
ni ty enhancement, and pol ice-sch'ool relations. 

The general pattern of linkages between a project's funda­
mental assumptions and its intervention strategies is one in which 
practitioners espouse a "social-institutional" or "social-inter­
actional" basis for delinquency, but actually utilize interven­
tion strategies which are individual/psychological in nature. 
Practitioners in all clusters, with the possible exception of 
youth advocacy, not only are at a loss in effectively addressing 
the admittedly complex interactive set of social/individual var­
iables giving rise to delinquency, but believe there is little 
they can do to directly impact on these variables. These find­
ings have important implications for those who wish to establish 
social pol icy based on a theoretical framework that is system­
specific in nature. 

Evaluation 

The national evaluation staff found that, without exception, 
efforts at evaluation are either lip-service or inadequate in ex­
ecution. In many cases evaluation is nonexistent, with few proj-
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ect directors viewing it as a much-needed process. There are 
only haphazard des igns concerning the intens i ty of program inter­
ventions, with program staff concerned more with the duration 
of the staff-client relationship rather than its intensity. Many 
project staff resort to the argument that one cannot adequately 
measure "subjective behavior or attitudes," whereas others claim 
that there is not enough expertise at their disposal to execute 
adequate evaluation. 

External Linkages and Program Constraints 

In addition to the above elements, programs were also as­
sessed in terms of their "external linkages" with the outside 
world, as well as the external program constraints. 

Site visits i"~icated that most external linkages are based 
on some formal or contractual agreement. The most common is one 
with the juvenile justice system for the purpose of referral or 
transmiss ion of information concerning del inquent ind iv iduals. 
In the vast majority of cases these formal connections are for 
establishing some type of intervention strategy. This usually 
takes place when clients are being identified for acceptance to 
the program and generally terminates immediately thereafter. In 
several instances, the juvenile justice system contracts and pays 
for program services. During the intervention and evaluation 
stages, seldom is there further communication between the programs 
and the juvenile justice system. 

Other formal linkages exist within the community agency re­
ferral system, and include welfare, employment, educational, and 
law enforcement organizations. Again, these are generally uti­
lized at the identification or entry stage of the program, and 
are usually formal in that services are contracted and paid for 
either directly or indirectly. 

Overall, the current status of linkages of delinquency pre­
vention programs to external agencies, community resources, and 
other prevention programs can be best characterized as: (a) sub­
stantially lacking in cooperation for referral, feedback, and fol­
lowup purposes; (b) riddled by mistrust and suspicion; (c) com­
petitive (for both clients and funding); and (d) ill-conceived 
and haphazardly maintained. Program linkages with the juvenile 
justice system are typically contractual arrangements, serve to 
"widen the net" of the juvenile justice system, and serve only 
as a referral channel since little or no subsequent information 
flows between the system and the program. 

In addition to problems resul ting from inadequate program 
linkages, virtually all delinquency prevention projects visited 
were faced with a wide variety of explicit constraints. Two of 
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the most important were funding and public relations. In terms 
of funding, many program staff indicated that the issues of con­
tinuity, timing, and criteria were even more pervasive con­
straints than the actual level of dollar amounts per grant. The 
issues of shif1:ing funding resources, massive paper work, con­
trad ictory cri teria, and annual uncertainty were compl ica ted and 
bitter topics of discussion, and viewed as having important ram­
ifications affecting all program elements. 

A fUrther program constraint expressed by community-based 
practitioners in particular is thatofnegative political, police, 
and community relations. It was not uncommon to hear project 
directors speak of the need to establish better relations with 
parents and leaders within the community, or to see projects 
establish "Boards of Directors" from the area's politically pow­
erful residents in an attempt to establish credibility and muster 
support from the political structure. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Political and Economic Constraints 

It is important to keep in mind that the successful imple­
mentation of any program of delinquency prevention may be af­
fected by structural factors of a national character over which 
program directors have little control. For example, the con­
tinued transi tion of large ci ties from manufacturing to service 
economies, coupled wi th the outflow of manufacturing and reta il 
jobs to the suburbs, has led to higher rates of urban unemployment 
tha t is often reflected in family and personal d isorgan iza tion. 
The importance of these wider. sociocultural and environmental 
factors in both the causa tion and preven tion of del inquency 
should neither be ignored or treated lightly, nor be used as 
"excuses" to avoid the immediate problems associated with their 
impact. Program staff not only need to be explicit a.bout their 
domains of competency, but further must be realistic about the 
changes that are feasibJ.e within program structure. 

In add i tion, there are 0 ther pol i tical or economic con­
straints that inhibit both program initiation or evaluation. 
These include the separa tion of powers among branches, levels, 
and units ofgovernmentj fund availability and budgetary process; 
the nature of bureaucracy; constituencies and special interests; 
and inadequate policymaker understanding and involvement. 40 
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Theoretical Issues: Changing Individuals vs. Conditions 

One of the most obvious dichotomies in the field of delin­
quency preven tion derives from prac ti tioners who v iew the causes 
and solutions of delinquency in terms of the individual juvenile, in 
contrast to those who focus on social conditions or factors to while 
the individual is exposed. Each of these perspectives has direct 
consequences for the kinds of prevention activities that are under­
taken. Ei ther perspective to the exclusion of the other may, however, 
result in too narrow a focus as noted by Richard Cloward: 

The tendency to define the source of many social prob­
lems in essentially individualistic terms rather than 
to focus as well on the way in which insti tutional inade­
quacies generate these problems has led us to become 
too preoccupied wit.h rehabilitation. We have tended to 
behave as if problems of del inquency, dependency, illeg­
i timacy, and the 1 ike can be solved in essen tially reha­
bilitative terms. 41 

Although these comments are directed toward perspectives that are 
essentially "individually oriented," the criticism applies equally 
well to those sociological perspectives that either do not deal 
with individual differentiation or responsibility, or with the le­
gal ru~es that define certain behavior as "deviant" in the first 
place. 2 

The Degree of Community Cohesion 

One of the major factors to consider in the development and 
implemen ta tion of any preven tion prog ram is the deg ree of commun­
ity cohesion that exists. During the last 3 decades most large 
American cities have undergone importan t economic and cuI tural 
changes that raise serious doubts about the existenc~ of any ~uni­
forrnity of interests" or "communal purpose." RacIal confllcts, 
neighborhood deterioration, 'and high rates of mobility are only 
manifest examples of widespread pol i tical and economic confl icts 
in many large cities. They must be given serious consideration 
prior to the development of any del inquency preven tion prog ram. 
Given the wide variations of neighborhoods throughout the country 
it. is vital for pol icyrnakers to recognize tha t if del inquency pre­
vention programs are to succeed, they must be integrated into com­
munity activities rather than ~eveloped in isolation from neigh­
borhood residents or agencies. 4 
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Early Intervention vs. Nonintervention 

,In the field,of delinquency prevention, many argue that it is 
P,?sslble to dellneate the path of behavior that an individual 
wlll ,take over,: period of time and thereby allow increased a t­
ten~lon to b~ dl1:~ected ~o those adolescents who are "potentially 
dellnquents: ThlS ratlonale for early identification is based 
on the bell,ef that on~e "potential delinquents" are identified, 
mor~ ~f~ectl~e strategles can be implemented. The nature of the 
actlv 1 tles Wlll vary from nonin tervention to active in tervention 
and t rea tmen t . 

Attempts at early identification and prediction of predelin­
quency ~ave not been wi thout ~~i ticism from both an empirical 
a~d ethlcal level, of analysis. Thus, the President's Commis­
Slon advocated ln 1967 that prediction studies of individual 
cases should be approached with caution and concern for: 

[IJ~herent in the process of seeking to identify potential 
dellnquents are certain serious risks--most notably that 
of the self-fulfilling prophecy.45 

Ad~ition,:l ,:rguments against attempts at predicting delinquency 
gC:l.l n thelr lffipetus from the growing philosophy of "noninterven­
tlon" espoused by many practi tioners and described by Edwin Schur 
as tha t which: 

••• i~pl ies ,Pol iC,ies tha t accommoda te soc iety to the wides t 
Poss~ble dlverslty of behaviors and attitudes rather than 
forclng as many individuals as possible to adjust to 
supposedly common standards. 46 

, The, b~lief that early intervention may not only be a nega-
tl\~e actlv 1 ty but an inefficien t one is not wi thout empirical 
~vl~ence. Longitudinal studies of juveniles byWolfgang et a1.47 
lndlcate that only a small proportion of adolescents become chronic 
and persistent offenders. These youth not only are responsible 
f,?r a large proportion of serious offenses, but are much more 
llkely to b~ arrested as adults. Most youth who engage in some 
a~ts of dellnquency do not follow this pattern. Official interven­
tlons by the juvenile)ustic,e system in contrast to positive youth 
development stra teg les prlor to the onset of delinquency would 
therefore appear more costly and less effective. 

Prevention as Reinforcement of Positive Activities 

During the 1960's, with the publication of Delinquency and 
Opportunity,48 and the direction that the President's Committee 
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on Juvenile Delinquency pursued, greater emphasis was placed on 
enhancing the opportunities of large numbers of inner-city youth 
who were seen as most vulnerable to delinquency. Programs similar 
to New York City's Mobilization for Youth were established ~nd 
funded in several large cities, with the pr ime <:!oal of ~Bang 1ng 
those conditions viewed as most conducive to del1nquency. Sup­
ported by the political themes of the "New Frontier" and ",The Great 
Society," government spent millions of pollars to p,rov1de lar~e 
numbers of disadvantaged youth with expanded econom1C opportun1-
ties. 

Although the initial hopes of these programs were never fully 
realized for a number of reasons, increased attention was di­
rected toward the ways institutions of social control ,deal with 
youthful misbehavior and delinquency. One result of th1S process 
has been an increased demand for viewing prevention as a rein­
forcement of posi tive attitudes and the development of posi tive 
goals rather than the prevention of a wide range of juvenile be­
hav iors, many of which would not lead to an arrest if committed 
by an adul t. 

SUMMARY 

Given the political and economic constraints that impact on 
the development and implementation of delinquency prevention pro­
grams, much greater priority needs to be given to, the exp~ns~on 
of legitimate opportunities and identities in the pr1mary soclallz­
ing institutions. Linkages between the school, the world of,w~rk, 
and family need to be strengthened and e!'ilcouraged. In ad~l tl~n, 
there is a critical need for increased 1nteragency coord1natlon 
between the schools and neighborhood agencies if delinquency is 
to be prevented through the encouragement of prosocial activities. 

Further, because of the overwhelming evidence showing that 
most adolescents "phas~ out of delinquency," special consideration 
needs to be given to those adolescents who are most in need of 
services, if they are to make the transition to adult,hood with 
the least amount of negative costs to themselves and soclety. 

The above assessment indicates a pressing need for increased 
evaluation of del inquency prevention and control programs in the 
context of a suitable conceptual framework and adequate implementa­
tion strategies. without this we will be increasingly immersed in 
programs that do not work--or that do work, but we do not know 
why they work. 

It is only through the combination of such competent program 
design, implementation, evaluation, and modification that the prob­
lems of juvenile crime and delinquency will be properly prevented 
or controlled. 
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39 See Amos and Wellford, Delinquency Prevention, note 8 above, pp. 22-36. 
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41 Schur, note 2 above, p. 154. 
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