P S——

e

g

National Criminal Justice Reference Service

If you have issues viewing or accessing this file contact us at NCJRS.gov.

nejrs

This microfiche was produced from documents received for
inclusion in the NCJRS data base. Since NCJRS cannot exercise
control over the physical condition of the documents submitted,
the individual frame quality will vary. The resolution chart on
this frame may be used to evaluate the document quality.

" |0 ¥l [z
=i
[l £ B

= J&
12 it e

MICROCOPY RESOLUTION TEST CHART
NATIONAL BUREAU OF STANDARDS-1963-A

Microfilming procedures used to create this fiche cc.nply with
the standards set forth in 41CFR 101-11.504.

Points of view or opinions stated in this document are
those of the author(s) and do not represent the official
position or policies of the U. S. Depariment of Justice.

P

National Institute of Justice
United States Department of Justice
Washington, D.C. 20531

S

; 8/9/83~i

263

Professionalism in Federal Probation: Illusion or Reality?..... BIAV-- @ 1983 - . Robert L. Thomas

PR

Implementation of a Probation Management Information®- ACquirs ITio
System in a Local Office ........... ﬁs; é‘{/ b %lbam E. Hemple

~—

Psychological Services: A Consumer Model for Probation I
s (7565

.....

George A. Foelker, Jr.

OFfICOIS « .« oot teve e mnnaeeesineeaaanneaaeenans Foelker, Jr.
Roderick L. Hall

r The Ocean Tides Experiment: Treatment of Serious Juvenile )
Offenders in an Open Residential Setting ................ S, ; ‘}é( ....... Charles Lindner
Brother Robert Wagner
.éﬁ;? .................. Roger B. McNally

m Q fuvenile Court: An Endangered Species ... ...

e e T

female Professionals in Corrections: Equal Employment
W “ Opportunity ISsUes . . . .....oovvveerneernaieneeenns }7/72 é o Lee W. Potts
m q Sriminality and Psychopathology: Treatment for the Guilty ‘}7 247 .......... John M. Bush

lomatopsychic Variables in the Behavioral Assessment of

Offenders: In Need of Much More Attention . ............. ..ot Walter J. Moretz, Jr.
ctional Practices in the Soviet Union . f 7 4 {) ...................... James P. Rowoldt
ome / Chris W. Eskridge

MARCH 1983

RS Bt PRI AT B

DRI AT T




¢

g

Implementation of a Probation Management
Information System in a Lpcal Office

By WiLLiaAM E. HEMPLE, Pu.D.
Probation Officer, U.S. District Court, Washington, D.C.

tion of computerized management information

systems is replete with accounts of severe
problems, often coupled with eventual implementa-
tion failure. (Zalkind, et al., 1979; Weimer 1980; Quinn,
1976; Harrell, 1981). This article is a report about an
experimental implementation project establishing an
inhouse computerized system in an urban probation
office. The project proved successful, and the system
has been incorporated into routine office procedures.
However, there was rough sailing along the way; the
usual problems of unreliable data and staff resistance
were encountered and although these problems were
expected, their tenacity and severity proved some-
what surprising. This article describes the system,
its implementation, problems encountered, the project
goals, and recommendations from our experience. It
concludes with a review of the major lessons learned
with the hope that other local offices and larger orga-
nizations embarking on similar projects will find our
experiences useful in their planning.

THE LITERATURE about the implementa-

Description of the System

Currently, case attribute data are collected monthly
in the U.S. Probation Office, Washington, D. C., for all
active cases (N=1,600) and the movement of inactive
(N=3850) cases is tracked. There are 14 items for each
case that are coded by a Management Information and
Research Section established for this project. These
items are either unchanging attributes of the case
(e.g., prabation or parole case) or descriptions of case
status changes during the month (e.g., opened, war-
rant issued, etc.). All monthly statistical reports are
computed from this data, as well as many “tickler
file” notices to probation officers.

In contrast, probation officers are asked to code
monthly, for each of their cases, nine items concerned
with behavior and adjustment during the month (e.g.,
violations, drug usage, employment status). There
are two optional items that can be coded for special
information needs such as counting the number of
violent offenders in the caseload or the number of
persons with mental health problems. These optional
items offer great flexibility to data collection since
just about any conceivable question about the nature
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of the caseload can be coded for a month or two, per-
mitting caseload-wide surveys answering the question
asked.

The officers receive computer-printed coding forms
to complete each month. The data are entered into
the computer from these sheets by the Management
Information and Research Section.

Reports Produced

The following reports are routinely produced:

(1) Monthly statistics tabulating case openings, clos-
ings, transfers, etc., both office-wide and for each offi-
cer.

(2) Reports for each officer and his/her supervisor
listing caseload supervision weights, persons unem-
ployed, persons arrested, persons failing with special
conditions, as well as persons with a drug history who
are currently unemployed (a very high-risk category).
Also, “tickler file” items listing all the various types
of cases with reports on adjustment due in the next 90
days are produced.

(3) A report for the drug treatment unit giving the
movement of cases in and out of that unit and tabulat-
ing employment, urine testing results, and intensity
of supervision for all drug cases.

(4) An alphabetical list of their current cases for
each officer and supervisor.

(6) Office-wide caseload frequency counts by the
characteristics coded.

(6) An alphabetical listing of all cases and their cur-
rent status for use by the Management Information
and Research Section.

(7) A listing of caseload weights by officer for use in
equalizing workload assignments.

(8) A list of cases scheduled to expire within the next
month for verification by the Management Informa-
tion and Research Section prior to closing them statis-
tically.

Of equal importance with the monthly reports listed
above is the capacity to answer any queries from ad-
ministrators or line-staff for detailed information in-
volving any of the attributes coded. Use of this data
analysis ability has increased markedly as staff be-
come more aware of this ability. We have an open-
door policy regarding such queries, welcoming all of
them. Itisimportant to do this for at least one reason
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other than the worthwhileness of the answers pro-
vided: The more staff finds the system personally use-
ful, the more reliable their coding will become
(Weimer, 1980).

Implementation of the System

Originally, the system was a manual one. Steven W.
Reynolds, now a probation programs specialist with
the Administrative Office of the U.S. Courts, designed
the original data collection sheet and coding manual,
then made arrangements with the Research Division,
Federal Judicial Center, for computer access and pro-
gramming assistance in order to pretest the possibil-
ity of implementing a one office management
information system based on the existing manual sys-
tem. The pretest indicated that the project was fea-
sible, and a formal request for approval of the
evaluative research project and assistance with key-
punching, computer access, and software program de-
sign was made to the Research Division. The
proposal was approved.

The evaluation project was in official existence for 2
years, from 1979 to 1981. Fortran software pro-
grams and System 1022 data base management pro-
grams manipulating the data and producing reports
were designed in the Research Division. For 18
months, keypunching the coded data was done com-
mercially and funded by the Research Division. Com-
puter access and a typewriter terminal in the
probation office were provided by the Research Divi-
sion.

Because “batch” processing was used (i.e., submit-
ting the program monthly for processing instead of
making changes on-line as they occur), space on the
coding forms was limited, so selection of data for cod-
ing required great care. Items were selected to en-
sure that statistical and “tickler-file” notices could be
created and that information monitoring aspects of
supervision important to office policy was collected.
Consequently, some items of importance (e. g., type of
offense) were consciously omitted.

A most necessary part of the implementation pro-
cess was the Research Advisory Group, a ‘“‘user’s
group” located in the probation office. This commit-
tee consisted of the deputy chief, a supervising proba-
tion officer, the research coordinator, and several line
officers.! All were volunteers. This group approved
the design of all aspects of the project and made nu-
merous suggestions that were followed. Of particu-

iLater, when the Manag :ment Information and Research Section was formed, person-
nel from the section were .lso included in the committee.

2[t was at this point in the project that problems occurring between two agencles
involved peaked. These interorganization problems, which are ¢ on i the imple-
mentation of computer systems, are discussed in the next section under “interorganiza-
tional conflict.”

lar importance was the sensitivity of line-officer
members to the needs of line-officers for simplified
coding and “tickler-file” information, and to the fear
of line-officers that the administration would use the
printouts in a heavy-handed, punitive manner. At their
instigation, a ‘“grace-period” when supervisors were
not furnished with print-outs was established, an of-
fice policy against punitive supervision of line-officers
with system information was fixed, and line staff’s
suspicions, complaints, and problems were better un-
derstood and coded with. Of equal importance, ad-
ministrators on the committee were aware that
accurate coding and concomitant success of the proj-
ect depended upon quelling line-officers’ suspicions so
that policies aimed in that direction were steadfastly
maintained by administrators even though no percep-
tible changes in line-officers’ suspicions occurred for
many, many months.

For the first year of the project, statistical reports
were not tabulated by computer. After the first year,
following a reliability study, changes simplifying the
coding were made by eliminating inaccurate, un-
needed items (e.g., telephone contacts) by adding
items desired by staff (e.g., supervision quality, alco-
hol treatment status), and by reducing categories
where feasible (e.g., employment status was reduced
from eight to four categories). At the same time,
programs were designed by the Research Division
that would produce monthly statistics in official for-
mat.

It was far more difficult to implement statistical
tabulations than to establish the project in the first
place, and coding by officers was shut-down for three
months in order to get the system functioning
correctly. There were two major reasons for the
problems at this point: One, user-agency staff did not
fully understand the mechanics of the new programs.
Two, the new programs were “tough,” not permitting
processing of data until each case beginning one
month matched exactly, officer-by-officer and type-
by-type, with each case at the end of the previous
month; there are over 200 changes affecting these
areas each month and a full understanding of how,
when, and where most errors occur had to be learned
from experience by operating personnel.? The neces-
sity of changing user-agency statistical procedures,
centralizing as much coding as possible, centralizing
case information flow, and handling information by
requiring paper backup (i.e., more, or, at least, new
foims) became apparent, leading to the establishment
of the Management Information and Research Sec-
tion.

After 18 months, the user office took over responsi-
bility for key-punching all data. Since trained



personnel now existed, this step was easily accom-
plished.?

Once the system was onerating again, implementa-
tion problems revolved arcund improving the manage-
ment of case information flow, locating and reducing
discrepanicies between file cards kept for each case
and the computer file, and training of personnel in the
newly established section. Personnel in the user-
agency know how to use “fourth generation” user-
oriented languages, SPSS (the Statistical Package for
the Social Sciences) and the 1022 Data Base Manage-
ment System (where all caseload data are maintained).

SPSS and 1022 enable the agency to do almost any
research imaginable with the data, to answer all staff
queries for specific information, and to produce spe-
cialized reports or lists of names. This ability for
agency personnel to use the data to meet agency
needs is essential for management information sys-
tems (Weimer, 1980).

At this point, the “case control system” is fully im-
plemented as a routine and accepted part of office
procedures. In addition, detailed sentencing informa-
tion for local district court judges is now being pro-
duced bi-yearly at their request.? Important
information not easily retrievable before a computer
system existed is regularly discovered (e.g., persons
with opiate-use histories who have a legitimate source
of income have the same violation rates as other of-
fenders). It is this ability to greatly expand the agen-
c¢y’s knowledge base, coupled with the ability to
accurately maintain caseload lists and to accurately
tabulate statistics, that makes a computerized system
$0 much more valuable than previous manual sys-
tems. The user-agency must place a great deal of ef-
fort in data collection and entry and in ensuring data
quality. However, once the data are entered, even
complicated data analyses and the production of finely
tuned reports are usually quick and easy.

Problems Encountered

The major problems encountered were staff resis-

tance, poor data quality, and inter-organizational con-
flict.

31t takes only about one man-day’s work to enter all the monthly data f; bati
officers on 2,000 cases. Other changes such as i dlosings of eases. aoe
entered thro{xghout the month as thgy t;ccuf'. cpenings and closings of cases, are

*This was possible to implement fairly easily because a “1022"” program designed for
the U.S. District Court for the Eastern District of Pennsy)vunli)a \%as avail:;gble and
generously shared, This is an example of a “canned” program, designed for another
agency belng suitable for use, Such use of “canned” programs is not recommended and
worked only because both agencies are in Federal courts, making information needs
similar and offense codes compatible.

Generally, there are too many intervening variables (i.e., all the other things go;
( < ther I L \ .. oin,
on 1n a person's life) hetween a probation o%ﬁcer's work and changes in the %e:gson%

?srl;:)vior to enable us to do much more than assume there is a connection (Thayer, et al,,
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Staff Resistance

Staff resistance to introduction of computerized
information systems is universal and should be
counted upon in planning. The primary reason for
this resistance is that management information sys-
tems disturb the informal organization of an office by
threatening mutual understandings about prestige,
communication networks, and power. (Quinn, 1976a).
Also, some structural reorganization is almost inevita-
ble, promising managerial headaches (Sullivan, 1981),
and clarification of agency goals and policies by mak-
ing them measurable is required (Zalkind, et al,
1979). Human service agencies generally are not ac-
customed to formalizing goals. As Quinn (1976b, p.
167) writes: “Traditionally (human) service agencies
have been able to preserve their autonomy by resist-
ing rigorous measurement and evaluation. The resis-
tance was possible because the evaluation technique
was largely inadequate.”

Farther, although the effectiveness of services pro-

vided by human service agencies is most difficult to -

measure,® it is clearly possible to measure whether or
not the service is provided by the agency and used by
agency clients. Information systems reinforce (per-
haps determine) agency policy, for, usually, what is
measured by the system is underlined in importance
and tends to get done, what is not measured may be
ignored. Consequently, management information sys-
tems strmeture performance, increase accountability,
and, at the same time, reduce to some extent line-staff
freedom. Tabulated information about the perform-
ance of each officer’s caseload is readily available,
probably for the tirst time in that officer’s career, and
caseworkers often are evaluated by the good or bad
performance of their clients, rather than by their case-
work practices (Kagle and Doner, 1979), so workers
can be jeopardized by such tabulations. Clearly,
there are many obvious reasons for staff to resent and
resist computerized management information sys-
tems, and compensating benefits to staff are not im-
mediately apparent.

Forms of Resistance. — The most usual form of
resistance to a computerized information system and
a problem experienced by this project is unconcen by
many workers about accurate coding, leading to unre-
liable data. Weimer (1980), refers to this problem as
fche “Achilles heel” of information systems often lead-
Ing to a “vicious cycle” of poor data quality discourag-
Ing use of the data, and lower levels of use leading to
fewer errors being discovered and corrected, leading
to furthfsr deterioration in data quality. Many mea-
sures, discussed in the next section under dats qual-
ity, were taken to improve data reliability but two
very important measures are refraining from punitive
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use of the data which will only ensure more resistance
(Quinn, 1976b), and making the information generated

as useful as possible to line officers. As much asis

possible real incentives for staff should be built into
the program (Sullivan, 1981 p.36).

Other usual forms of resistance were less dam-
aging and consisted of turning coding sheets in late,
refusing to use the data provided (a second part of the
“vicious cycle”), and unfavorable evaluations of the
worth of the project (“useless”), the motivations of
participants (“empire building”), and the intrusive-
ness of computers (“Qrwell’s 1984 is here”).

Coping With Resistance. — First, office admin-
istration was committed to the project and was very
clear in making that commitment known. Without
such strong, obvious support the project would prob-
ably have failed (Sullivan, 1981).

Second, a “user’s group” (called the Research Advi-
sory Group) consisting of volunteers from
administration and line staff was actively involved in
all stages of the project. This group approved the
project and all changes, was kept informed of prob-
lems and progress, conducted reliability studies, and
supported the project with colleagues. Members sensi-
tive to probation officer concerns were able to repre-
sent them forcefully throughout the project. Without
this user’s group the project would probably have
failed. (Sullivan, 1981; Zalkind, 1979; Harrell, 1981).

Third, established office policy is that information
on the case control printout is not to be used punitively
against the officer. This is obviously a touchy situa-
tion, calling for skill on the part of supervisors who
must exhibit concern and interest about cases that
need attention without threatening negative sanc-
tions. Over the length of this project it has become
clear that no officer’s caseload is in perfect shape;
there are always reports due (or overdue), arrests to
report, missing clients to find, ete. Since one of the
major reasons for the system is to prevent, as much as
possible, caseload problems from turning into “horror
stories” (e.g., arrests not reported, clients missing six
months) it is easy to see that heavy-handed use of the
printout by supervisors would undermine the entire
system, whereas skillful use of the information by
supervisors benefits both the officer and the organi-
zation.

Fourth, benefits for the probation officers have
been implemented as a result of the case control proj-
ect. Officers are no longer required to tabulate their
own monthly statistics or to maintain “tickler files.”
Workloads for most officers are becoming more
evenly distributed in terms of classification weights.
All requests from officers for specific types of data
analysis and all queries amenable to computer re-

trieval are answered promptly. Probation officers
generally state that the direct benefits that matter
most to them are the ‘“tickler-file” notices and the
monthly review of all their cases forced upon them by
the requirement to code caseload performance each
month. Several officers have specifically mentioned
that they have been saved embarrassment, or worse,
because cases they had forgotten, or problems they
were overlooking, were brought to mind by case-
control coding.

It is in this area of providing direct benefit to line
officers and to supervisors that more effort should
have been placed during the early stages of the proj-
ect. More benefits could have been envisioned orig-
inally, such as more thought given to simplifying
coding by officers, more emphasis placed upon what
computerized data could do for each person to make
his/her day-to-day work easier, and more attention
paid to educating personnel about the variety of com-
puter analyses available to them personally (people
unfamiliar with computers are unaware of the com-
plex requests that can be answered from seemingly
simple coding-categories).

Fifth, structural reorganization was done by chang-
ing the flow of paper work used in opening and closing
cases and by establishing a Management Information
and Research Section, combining the previously sepa-
rate statistics and research sections. This has im-
proved turnaround time between data coding and
production of reports, resulted in more accurate sta-
tistics, and relieved probation officers of all responsi-
bility for coding changes in their caseloads. The
reorganization reduced work for many persons.

Poor Data Quality

Data quality, or reliability, is a most critical issue in
management information systems and, as Thayer, et
al., (1974) point out it is a serious error, often mac», to
build faney models while ignoring the reliability of the
data base. Our experience is that it is necessary to
work hard to ensure reliability.

The problem of poor data quality is widespread,
even in hospital medical records (Demlo, et al., 1978).
Weimer (1980) writes that the first 20 installations of
“PROMIS” (the prosecutor’s management informa-
tion system) were all plagued by problems of data
quality, seriously limiting full utilization of the poten-
tial benefits of a computerized system. Getting pros-
ecutors to compile data input and error correction
forms accurately was always a problem, alleviated
only when prosecutors began to realize tangible bene-
fits from the system. Although cooperation in coding
can be ordered, and usually is, Weimer (1980) points
out that compliance can still be minimal, initiating the
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“vicious cycle” of poor data, limited use of the data,
even poorer data, ete.

We have formally checked the reliability of coding
on two occasions, most recently in March 1982. This
was done by recoding from the case record a random
sample of cases for one month several months past
and comparing the recoding with the original codes.

We made two major changes because of the prob-
lems indicated by,the reliability studies.

(1) The Management Information and Research Sec-
tion was established and given responsibility for
coding all information not concerned with monthly
supervision behavior. That means that all caseload
changes and all statistical information such as type of
supervision, special conditions, sex, dates of supervi-
sion, are entered into the computer by this section.
Reliability of these items is 1iow high, and is main-
tained by having a papertrail for each case, and peri-
odically reconciling the computer file with card files
that fegulations require. Each probation officer is
given a “discrepancy form” to note errors in his/her
monthly coding sheets. Surprisingly, there are over
200 changes in the caseload every month (i.e., persons
entering and leaving supervision for numerous rea-

sons). Initially, probation officers did the coding of
these items, and it became apparent that was unsatis-
factory when the discrepancy between tlie computer
file and the card file went over 200 in several months.
Our experience is that with 50 many caseload changes
from so many different sources it is essential that
coding of these items be restricted to a section with
clear-cut responsibility for it. Also, we have become
more formal, requiring written evidence for every
change made (no longer can probation officers phone
in changes) since without such evidence discrepancies
and errors are impossible to trace. We have reduced
discrepancies requiring investigation and reconcilia-
tion each month from around 60 to around 10.

(2) Our second major change, involving monthly su-
pervision behavior coded by probation officers, was to
simplify coding when feasible. For example, we first
required a count each month of the number of positive
urines for a case. That count was ureliable, but
whether or not the client had none, or one or more
positive urines is coded reliably. Since there is no
pressing reason for an actual count, the categories
were changed to “no positive urines” and “one or
more.” Some items (drug-treatment status) could not
be reduced. Although, over all, drug-treatment sta-
tus is reliable, cross-tabulation of sample coding with
actual coding indicated confusion in how to code the
category “urine surveillance only.” Consequently, re-
liability of some items can be improved by more care-
ful wording of the coding manual and/or retraining.

Training programs and a manual were produced
from the inception of the project. There have been
several revisions of the coding manual in response to
the results of reliability checks and comments from
staff. Training of all the staff was done at first and
then retraining done for weak items after the reliabil-
ity check.

There have been two checks of reliability done. Cur-
rently only two items are unreliable: alcoholic treat-
ment and case contacts. The first can probably be
overcome by adding a category ‘“alcoholics in remis-
sion” which was omitted, and the second item is unreli-
able, staff thinks, for two major reasons: Staff wants
credit for work done and are reluctant to code no
face-to-face contact (with client) when they have seen
significant others, talked with the client by telephone,
etc. Also, when this item is coded from memory, offi-
cers confuse “no face-to-face contact” with “out of
contact” (i.e.,, the client is missing, perhaps ab-
sconded). In order to simplify noting contacts, each
officer is now provided with an alphabetical printout
of his current cases and a duplicate, to keep, of the
case control coding form. Reliability of this item will
be rechecked in a few months.

From the reliability study it is apparent that the
drug treatment unit (responsible for supervision of
about 300 persons with drug-aftercare special condi-
tions} does very accurate coding. This is congruent
with the idea that reliability depends upon officers’
perceiving the usefulness of the management infor-
mation system since the drug treatment unit utilizes
the system more than any other unit for specialized
information about their clients.

Interorganizational Conflict

This evaluation project depended upon the ecoopera-
tion of personnel from two agencies that are adminis-
tratively independent from each other. This is often
the situation in the implementation of computer sys-
tems, and one that often leads to conflict if the prob-
lems involved in integrating the technical skills of the
computer program experts with the substantive skills
of the user-agency are not fully appreciated. It is.
common for computer programs to fail because they
do not meet the needs of the users, particularly if
“canned” programs are purchased (Weimer, 1980;
Harrell, 1981), so close cooperation is absolutely nec-
essary. Fortunately, such cooperation existed during
the pretest and design stages of this project, so that
the system meets the needs of the office reflecting
user-agency priorities.

_ There were, however, interagency problems during
implementation of the project that were finally re-
solved by meetings among the administrators and per-

t
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sonnel from the two agencies. In retrospect, the
problems grew, in part, from ill-defined issues o.f
‘“turf’ — who was responsible for controlling the proj-
ect? The literature indicates that implementation of
computer systems is most successful when control
unambiguously lies with the user-agency, and the ad-
visory, not policymaking, role of the computer special-
ists is clearly defined (Zalkind, et al., 1979; Weimer,
1980, Harrell, 1981). In this case, the issue was fur-
ther complicated because the project was defined as a
research project and both staffs have research com-
petence. The further issue of who controls the re-
search, including changes in procedures, was also ill-
defined. Tt is strongly recommended that such issues
be specifically clarified when interagency ccordina-
tion in similar projects exists. The project could have
failed over these issues; it did not fail because of the
commitment of agency heads to their staff and the
project. The experience has lead to a better apprecia-
tion of the fact that successful and rewarding profes-
sional and collegial interoffice relationships occur
through trust, mutual respect, clarification of roles,
and an absence of malice.

Project Goals

Weimer (1980) points out there are six output areas
possible with management information systems: oper-
ational information (data on particular cases), logisti-
cal support (generation of schedules), management
control information (data on consistency bgtween
practice and policy), problem analysis (ider'ltifymg .and
exploring policies and procedures needing rev1evy)
strategic planning (dealing with expected changes In
the organization’s environment), and general re_search
(producing empirically based knowledge, in this case
about crime and the criminal justice system). Many
systems achieve only the first area (operational infor-
mation), some achieve full utilization of compute:hr
technology by producing outputs in all six areas. 'l_‘hls
project falls in between. This section lists the original
project evaluation questions made in the proposal to
the Federal Judicial Center Research Division and
subsequent project results under the output areas
suggested by Weimer.

OPERATIONAL INFORMATION

Monthly Statistics

One of the project evaluation goals was to deter-
mine whether it was feasible, in comparison witb 'ghe
manual systein in use, to tabulate monthly statlstlf:s
tracking caseload changes. This proved the most dif-
ficult part of the project, by far, to implemgnt (s'ee the
section, “implementation of system”) primarily be-
cause of the complexity of the changes, the sheer
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number of them, and the need to change office struc-
ture to centralize the flow of input data, eliminate
word-of-mouth changes, reconcile the existing statisti-
cal cards with the computer file, and set-up error
tracking mechanisms. Since the computerized sys-
tem was in existence one year before introducing the
statistical programs, we made the serious mistake of
trying to begin producing statistics with bot}} thg com-
puter system and the manual system continuing as
before, making adjustment as errors developed.

Results. Statisties are now tabulated monthly

by computer. Ithasbeen worth the effort for reasons
of aceuracy; it is suspected that very few manual sys-
tems with more than several hundred cases approach
the accuracy possible by computer. For example, we
found a simple arithmetic error of 50 cases that was
being carried over month-by-month in the manual sys-
tem. With a computerized system errors can be
located quickly, the caseloads reconciled periodically
with a minimum of effort, and tabulations produced
easily.

Recommendations. ~ We would strongly recom-
mend that the process we used be reversed. Needed
changes in the flow of data collection and in error
correction procedures should be worked out first and
pretested. (Our experience is these systems do'not
work, at first, as envisioned.) When the computerized
system is ready to go up, there should be a cutoff da.te
where the manual system halts, and the computer file
begins by entering data case-by-case from the_a manual
system. The computer file should then be printed out
and reconciled case-by-case with the manual file.
Starting absolutely “gven-steven” will greatly reduce
subsequent problems and save time in the long run.

“Pickler-file”’ Notices ‘

Another evaluation goal was to determine if
«tickler-file” notices (e.g., printouts for probation offi-
cers of supervision reports due, cases at risk, and
cases needing attention) could be produced.

Results. These files have beer. .o problem, and
are reliable. They are, generally, the most popular
part of the new system with line officers. They were
modified, after one year, in response to line officer
requests that names stay on the list from months prior
to the report’s due date (e.g., yearly parole progress
reports, reports due prior to expiration of sentence,
periodic review of warrant cases, etc.) until the month
of the due date, instead of a “one-shot” notification 3
months before due date.

Recommendation. Such notices are very useful
to the staff and highly recommended. To ensure max-
imum utility, the users (i.e., line staff) should be in-
volved in deciding upon what items to include in these
notices and the printout format.
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LOGISTICAL SUPPORT

Evaluating the use of a computer for logistical sup-
pqrt (e.g., scheduling court appearances, tabulating
puleage) was not part of the original proposal nor has
it peen .attempted. Currently, there is consideration
being given by a clerical supervisor to using the com-
puter to maintain otfice leave records since a

“ 1 :
capned program in near-by government office is
available.

MANAGEMENT CONTROL INFORMATION
Case “Slippage” g
Animportant reason for inaugurating the computer
system was to see if providing monthly “feedback”
about cases to probation officers and supervisors
would reduce case “slippage” (e.g., forgetting vio-
lation reports, months passing without contact with a
client, ete.).
Results. This has been one of the more success-

ful results of the program. Case “slippage” was re-
duc.ed markedly almost from the beginning of the
project, and “horror stories” are infrequent. It is
important to note that there are two ways the case-
con.trol system reduces “’slippage”’; it forces a monthly
review of all cases the first of the month, and around
t}}e middle of the month, probation officers and super-
visors receive a report listing cases that are in need of
?.ttention. Probation officers feel the monthly review
is the most important part of the process; generally,
by the time of the printout they have taken care of
mc?st items. However, if they have forgotten, the
printout serves as additional reminder.¢ Several offi-
cers have proffered anecdotal evidence illustrating
how the printouts have “saved my neck” by reminding
them of cases they had forgotten. Further, cases no
one recognizes turn up from time to time on discrep-
ancy forms from probation officers so that issues of case
ownership are resolved. Undoubtedly, some of these
cases would have “slipped between the cracks” under
the manual system.

ﬂecommendatz'on. Since the success of reducing
“sh'ppage” requires accuracy in coding by probation
officers it is in this area that supervisory skills in
the use of the printouts are required. Office policy
should prohibit punitive responses to supervision
problems highlighted by the reports or using the re-
ports as evidence of officer inadequacies. This
vgfould clearly be dysfunctional, undermining coopera-
tion and reducing data quality (Quinn, 1976).

fAnother reason “slippage’’ has been reduced is that th i i
1 4 e staff is
than it was; no new probation officers were l:ired during most of th:lgigjggenenced

7Originally “routine supervision” and “monitorin i 3

i : g and surveillance” were se)

ﬁlgfti_egorxqs. g‘hey have been merged into one category, since it is not possible‘t!,o r(xe)l‘il;g;';
erentiate between them, and, qualitatively, t erglfferences are slight.

Case Contacts

Another issue in the original report was whether

case contacts by probation officers would conform to
classification criteria, which were then minimum-risk
supervision cases be seen once every 3 months,
medium-risk supervision cases at least once a month,
and high-risk cases at least three times a month.

Results. First, and most importantly, it was de-

termined during the first year of the project from
analysis of violation rates for medium and high-risk
cases that violation rates varied according to current
drug usage and/or unemployment. Those cases not
currently in crisis (i.e., not using drugs and having a
legitimate source of income) violate much less fre-
quently than those in crisis, regardless of classi-
fication. Consequently, risk is a dynamic process
changing according to circumstances. It makes little
sense to require three contacts a month for every
high-risk case. These results, along with other fac-
tors, were considered by the Probation Division, Ad-
ministrative Office, U.S. Courts, in arriving at
supervision guidelines of at least one contact a month
for high-intensity supervision cases (not three), with
additional contacts to be made depending upon case
needs. Consequently, case-contact criteria were
changed during the project.

Second, probation officers felt that the number of
face-to-face contacts did not measure supervision
quality. The Research Advisory Group spent two
meetings developing a qualitative supervision secale
with three categories: routine supervision, planned
cpunseling, high-activity counseling.” Explicit descrip-
tive criteria were developed for these three cat-
egories, and the scale is reliable (somewhat to our
surprise). It has been determined that supervision
q.uality follows office policy — almost all of the atten-
tion is given to high-intensity supervision cases. Drug
cases typically receive high-activity counseling, in line
with office policy.

Third, the case-contact item has never been reliable
‘t‘hroughout the project (see discussion under the

poor data-quality” section). A count once a month of
t‘he raw number of face-to-face contacts is obviously
likely to be unreliable. Currently, however, the item
has pr}ly two categories (“none” or “one o’r more’’)
and it is still not reliable. We believe we will be able tc;
obtain reliability shortly.

Recommendations. Reliability of case contact, if
codgd by the probation officers (alternate ways ,of
cpdmg this i.tem are conceivable), need careful atten-
tion. MQre time than we spent should be devoted to
explaining the importance of this item and its relev-
ance to office reputation and outside evaluation. Fur-
ther, easy methods for probation officers to keep an
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ongoing tabulation of this item should be developed. A
supervision quality category is perceived by officers
as more reflective of work done and establishing such
a category is recommended.

Turnaround Time

A major concern was whether the time between
coding the data by probation officers and production
of printouts could be made rapid enough for useful
feedback. After all, stale reports are valueless.

Results. Although turnaround time was well
over a month during the pretest and first year of the
project, it has been reduced to 10 or fewer working
days, providing reasonably prompt feedback. Be-
tween submission of data and production of printouts,
data are entered into the computer, discrepancies
pointed out by probation officers cleared up, recogniz-
able coding errors in the data eliminated, and imbal-
ances between the previous month’s data and current
data resolved. We have never had a totally error-free
month, nor do we ever expect one, but the fact that
data entry is done in the office and that personnel
have become trained in error search, able to find them
and correct most of them routinely, has greatly re-
duced turnaround time.

Originally, many probation officers were late in
submitting completed coding sheets. This is a common
problem of resistance frequently oceurring when com-
puter systems are implemented and sometimes for a
long time afterwards (Weimer, 1980, Quinn, 1976b).
This problem has disappeared; pressure from supervi-
sors on officers is no longer needed, except occasion-
ally, for prompt return. One reason is that after 3
years the system is accepted as a here-to-stay routine
office requirement. Also coding for officers has been
greatly simplified, reducing the time needed for con-
scientious coding from 1 to 2 hours to around 20 min-
utes.

Recommendations. Reduction of turnaround
time depends upon training, experience, and accept-
ance of the system by staff so all steps that are taken
to enhance those factors would be helpful. If line
staff do any coding or data entry, simplification of
these tasks for them so they are not very onerous is
essential.

Monitoring by Supervisors

An issue in the proposal was whether or not supervi-
sors would use the information provided by the sys-
tem to constructively assist probation officers in their

is poi inki i i ing the system to
8 oint, some readers may be thinking a policy against using
ro‘\}g itr}mlt]:gnepler:.e’nce could be wr011¥;-heuded, ix]ﬁ)w&n tmfﬁ;ngségn::dtgegf \2;1::}:-1;:&);%1:
jously, however, computer s, stems are not needed to disc T
pg&‘gngt‘];; %r}g‘gniz‘;\eﬁons hgve beeyn doing that for years, and although thrlxg. m'i\)y requu-oer
more work than using the information system, why undercut data quality because

laziness?

tasks. Since middle-management persons are often
more resistant to computerized systems than other
groups in an organization because they may feel a loss
of autonomy and because information previously in
their private domain is now filtered upward (Quinn,
1976b), middle-management personnel could easily be-
come an effective focus of resistance to implementa-
tion.

Results. The easiest way for supervisors to
have damaged implementation of the system would
have been to utilize the printouts as proof of officer
incompetence and failings, coupled with insistence
that almost no problems appear on the printouts for
officers to receive good evaluations. None of the su-
pervisors did this -— quite the opposite — they have
been very nonthreatening in their use of the printouts,
so that officers accept without comment or complaint
the information going to supervisors. Most of the
supervisors, at one time or another, have made re-
quests for specific information from the system to aid
them in their planning. They continue to also monitor
work by review of case records and consultation with
the officers, not making the mistake of relying upon
the computer system for their information about offi-
cer performance.

Recommendations. We believe it would be help-
ful for supervisors to be aware at the beginning that
while computer systems can highlight case and sys-
tem problems and monitor measurable performance,
in a human services agency it in no way obviates the
need for supervisors to continue to consult with their
workers, read case records, and train and educate
their workers in agency practice and agency policy.

Further, top management should not use the sys-
tem as a means of proving supervisor incompetence
just as supervisors should not use the management
information system in such a manner against proba-
tion officers.8

PROBLEM ANALYSIS

Data for Planning

One of the original proposal questions was whether
data could be generated that was useful for adminis-
trative planning and decisionmaking.

Results. Uses of the system in this manner have
been numerous and the ability of a computerized sys-
tem to provide such information is one of its greatest
advantages over a manual system. Quite simply,
there is a great deal of useful, retrievable material in a
computerized system that is out-of-reach to a manual
system. One example: The system was used to ana-
lyze the differences between clients who succeed and
who fail with community service orders enabling ra-
tional, empirically based planning around changes in
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the program to take place.® Data from the system was
used in planning the Specialized Drug Treatment Unit
for persons with drug aftercare conditions of supervi-
sion, for changing pending supervision guidelines into
guidelines more reflective of current risk and of case
needs; for determining adequate case record sample
sizes for management review teams; for recommend-
ing changes in the workload formula for probation
offices; for checking on the aceuracy of urine testing
and locating people who may have been revoked be-
cause of subsequently discovered inaccurate testing,
for determining if the field work varies with the
amount of paperwork, and for determining the per-
centage of probationers with fines.

Proposed programs or changes in programs are fre-
quently not implemented because of data provided.
For example, it was discovered that non-violent, non-
drug-using, poor-risk cases on probation were too rare
to justify planning community service as a possible
alternative sentence for these types. Also, unantici-
pated results do occur (e.g., amount of field work and
amount of paperwork are unrelated). In sum, for
planning purposes there is clearly no substitute for
easily accessible, detailed empirical data such as that
provided by computerized management information
systems.

Recommendations. To make data for planning
feasible the user agency must do all it can to ensure
data quality {(a recurrent theme in this paper) and
must train or have personnel able to manipulate the
data through fourth generation, ‘“user-oriented” lan-
guages. And, of course, fourth generation languages
have to be included in the software design. These
languages are relatively easy to learn, requiring
rather minimal training followed by telephone consul-
tation over problems for a period of time and a great
deal of “hands-on” experience.

STRATEGIC PLANNING

Strategic planning is the provision of information
that will enable administrators to cope with changes
in the organization’s environment. This project was
not designed to provide information on that level, al-
though it does offer the ability to track changes in
caseload types, sizes, and outcomes from month-to-
month. (Of course, 2 manual system measures such
gross changes also, although probably not as accu-
rately.) Strategic planning is generally the responsi-
bility of central offices and not local offices.

9In this case younger opiate abusers were almost all failing; older, “solid-citizens”
were almost all succeeding, One of the problems with this type of information is that
many persons fenl it is obvious after it has been presented, asking “who needs a com-
puter to find that out?’ There are two responses to this criticism. One is, obyiously,
where was the data to prove this “obvious fact” before? Typically, all of it was impres-
sionistic or aneedotal. The other is to ask recipients of the information to say what the
results are before they are presented. Some guesses will be correct; most will not.

RESEARCH

Evaluative Research

An original question in the proposal was whether
the system would provide data for evaluative research
regarding office programs.

Results. We completed several useful evalua-
tive research projects through the use of the system.
The community service program, the community re-
sources program (i.e., job placement, emergency ser-
vices, job ftraining), and an office participant-
management project were evaluated. The probation
risk-scale in use has been periodically re-validated.
There is no question that a computerized management
information system makes evaluative research easily
possible.

Recommendations. Like providing data for
planning, evaluative research depends upon data qual-
ity and agency ability to use user-oriented languages
for data manipulation and analysis.

General Research

A management information system can provide
data for general research that has implications for the
criminal justice system as well as for office programs
and planning.

Results. The system provides a data base that
can be used for general research. For example, we
are currently looking into the interactions between
drug abuse, education, employment, and arrests in
order to better understand why high school graduates
who have never used drugs consistently succeed un-
der supervision and to obtain knowledge that may
lead to improved programs for addicts. Also under-
way is a project investigating the personnel and situa-
tional attributes of persons under supervision who
commit violent aets, such as violence against family
members, fights at work, or violent criminal offenses.

The data base is available, under supervision, for
college-student interns working in this office and to
officers pursuing advanced degrees. All requests
from academic researchers and other legitimate re-
search organizations are considered. It should be em-
phasized that all general research proposals, whether
from staff, students, academicians, or research orga-
nizations, must be approved by our Research Advi-
sory Group after submission of a formal request from
the researcher. In particular, Federal guidelines
regarding the protection of human subjects in social
science research are followed.

Recommendations. General research, again, re-
quires quality data and user-agency capability with
user-oriented languages. For general research it is
imperative that the agency boundaries and data be
adequately safeguarded, and that the human rights of
both staff and clients be respected. This requires
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formal, written research guidelines, ar}d a mechanism
for prior approval of all research projects.

Review

The central necessity for a management inforrpa-
tion system is the maintenance of fiat?. 'quallty.
Obviously, with poor data, the system is hm_lted anfl
agency personnel will not use and will denigrate it
leading to failure. '

Figure (1) is a graphic presentation of our experk-
ence with establishing and maintaining a practical in-
formation system. Use of the system depends on the
interaction of several factors.

User’s-Group. The
“Research
Advisory Group”
keeping the

data pertinent and
feasible.

|

Use of system for
statistics,

19

ment made. However, without a reasonable levgl of
data accuracy, staff will not care about guali,ty since
they will not rely on the system and Welmer§ (19§0)
“vicious cycle” of deteriorating use and fle'terloratlr.lg
data quality will begin. Consequently, it is essential
to obtain good quality data by all feasible means, and
to increase agency use of the system 3 much as pos-
sible.

In addition to high quality data, agency use of 1.:he
system depends upon producing practical {nformatllon
for both administrators and line-staff; information
that makes their jobs easier and their perfo?manc.e
more effective. Our experience is that producing this

Accurate coding by
PO’s of client behavior.

Data reliability

reports, “tickler- — > HIGH DATA .. checks
files,” 4——  QUALITY y by Research Advisory

planning, monitoring
policy
research, answers to

queries,

ete.

User-Oriented language
capability. “SPSS” 'and
“System 1022” making

various agency
information needs

retrievable from system.

Group.

Accurate coding by
Management Infor-
mation and

Research Section of
caseload

changes and error cor-
rections.

Figure 1

Factors rel

ated to establishing a successful infor mation system in the U.

S. Probation Office, District of

Columbia.

Reviewing figure 1, we see that agency use of t.he
system is bgsed first upon high data quahty,. and vice
versa. Increased system use increases quality essen-
tially by creating vested interests in accurate data ?fs
the system becomes personally useful to agency staff.
Consequently, system problems .and errors are
located and corrected, and suggestions for improve-

practical information requires establishment of arep-
resentative “user’s group” to approve research re-
quests, proposed changes in report forma.ts, data
items, training, plans, system forms, anq coding man-
uals. This group should be sensitive to staff
complaints and concerns about the system and repre-
sent them accurately, as it is important to have com-
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munication about the system flow from line-staff
upwards. This group ensures the system will not
stray too far from the practical needs of users. Fur-
ther, agency personnel should be helped to make use
of the system by encouraging requests from them for
data analyses important to their work, and all agency
staff should be able to request information from the
system. Providing workers at all levels of the agency
with computer outputs that are useful is one of the
primary means of overcoming staff resistance to the
system.?0

Finally, agency use of the system depends also on
the user-agency having capability in some user-
oriented languages so that research, reports for plan-
ning, responses to queries, ete., can be made easily,
without consultation, and tailor-made to agency re-
quirements.

Data quality also depends, obviously, upon accurate
coding of the data. We found it best to shift as much
coding responsibility as possible to a Management In-
formation and Research Section clearly accountable
for reliable data. The flow of paperwork initiating
statistical changes (warrants, transfers, etc.) was
redesigned and centralized to ensure a paper trail and
passage of all this information through the Manage-
ment Information and Research Section. Individual
probation officers necessarily have to code client
adjustment data. This requires training, a coding
manual, and error correction forms for the probation
officers. We also made periodic reliability checks and
will continue to do so. Following such overall reliabil-
ity checks, problem-solving and re-checks can be
concentrated upon any items that are currently unreli-
able.

Obviously, poor data will kill off the system and we
feel the quickest way to have this happen is to give

‘oIt is not, however, recommended that all agency personnel be able to enter or
manipulate data; data entry and data modification should be restricted, we believe, to
persons trained in the user-oriented languages and mechanics of the system.

probation officers and supervisors reason to defeat
the system by using output from it to prove they have
been incompetent or to downgrade their performance
reports. As Quinn (1976b) points out, bright profes-
sionals can defeat any computerized system, and
sometimes do so. At heart, a successful system de-
pends upon it being useful and practical, not, threaten-
ing, to users.

Finally, since it takes many months for the
information system of prestige, communication net-
works, and power in an agency to be rearrangad and
to settle down again after introduction of a computer-
ized system, many months of staff resistance in some
form or other can be expected. Throughout this
period of time, commitment of the top administrators
to the successful outcome of system implementation
needs to be crystal clear and unambiguous.
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