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Evaluating an Experimental Intensive
Juvenile Probation Program:
Supervision and Official Outcomes

Jodi Lane
Susan Turner
Terry Fain
Amber Sehgal

In 1996, California provided funding to 14 county probation agencies to implement
multiagency, comprehensive services to keep troubled youths from recommitting crime
and progressing farther into the justice system. We report results of a randomized experi-
ment used to evaluate Ventura County’s 4-year demonstration project called the South
Oxnard Challenge Project (SOCP). We followed youths for more than 2 years after ran-
dom assignment to SOCP or routine probation. We found no significant differences
between SOCP and routine juvenile probationers on recidivism or other official-record
outcomes. Although most youths were rearrested, most did not receive a sustained peti-
tion or incarceration. The modest additional services did not affect outcomes.

Keywords: juvenile probation; restorative justice; evaluation; experimental design;
random assignment

After juvenile crime and violence skyrocketed in the early 1990s
(Snyder & Sickmund, 1999) and observers warned that a larger youth popu-
lation could soon make things worse (Fox, 1996), lawmakers quickly
focused on developing policy solutions. Responses ranged from funding pre-
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vention and policing efforts to strategies for working with serious, violent,
and chronic offenders (Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Preven-
tion, 1995; Wilson & Howell, 1995). Probation agencies also benefited from
grants to develop new collaborative, interagency programs to prevent crime.

California established the Juvenile Crime and Accountability Challenge
Grant Program in 1996, providing 3-year grants to 14 counties to implement
and evaluate comprehensive, multiagency approaches for combating juve-
nile crime.1 County probation agencies were the primary recipients of funds,
however the agencies were expected to create strong collaborations with
other social service agencies to administer a broad range of responses to
youth at risk of committing crime. The state hoped to prevent youths from
eventually entering into the state’s already overcrowded correctional facili-
ties, especially the California Youth Authority.2 Ventura County adapted and
implemented a version of Clear’s corrections of place theory (Clear, 1996b;
Clear & Corbett, 1998). All counties were required to evaluate their pro-
grams by collecting a wide range of implementation and outcome data;
randomized experimental designs were encouraged by the state.

This article presents findings from RAND’s randomized experimental
evaluation of the South Oxnard Challenge Project (SOCP). Youth were ran-
domly assigned to either SOCP or routine probation. Intervention intensity
(e.g., contacts and services administered by staff) and official outcomes (e.g.,
arrests, convictions, and compliance with probation terms) were collected
during the program and for 18-months afterward. We report results for
youths who were randomly assigned to either SOCP or routine probation
between January 1, 1998 and February 29, 2000 and for whom intervention
and 18 months of follow-up data were available (about 86% of study partici-
pants). Previous researchers have called for better designed studies of juve-
nile probation, including research involving random assignment (e.g.,
Altschuler, 1998; Krisberg, Rodriguez, Baake, Neuenfeldt, & Steele, 1989;
National Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 2001; Palmer, 1992,
1994). This article expands the relatively scant literature of rigorously evalu-
ated juvenile probation programs and helps inform policy makers and practi-
tioners about the effectiveness of intensive community program
interventions for juveniles.

RECENT STUDIES OF JUVENILE PROBATION PROGRAMS

According to Torbet (1996), since the 1920s, “Probation has been the
overwhelming dispositional choice of juvenile and family court judges”
(p. 1). Most youths sentenced by juvenile courts receive probation (58%).
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For more than half a million youths a year (665,500 in 1998), probation is the
toughest sanction they receive after they break the law (Black, 2001). Despite
the extensive use of probation for juvenile offenders and policy makers’ and
practitioners’ hunger for information about youths’ success, published stud-
ies evaluating the impacts of juvenile probation during the past decade or so
are scarce (see Corbett, 1999; Krisberg et al., 1989; National Research Coun-
cil and Institute of Medicine, 2001; Palmer, 1992). In the late 1980s, White-
head and Lab (1989) conducted a meta-analysis of treatment programs in
juvenile corrections, including some probation programs, and concluded that
these programs did not have positive effects on recidivism. Subsequently
Lipsey (1992) published another meta-analysis of juvenile delinquency
treatment, also incorporating probation programs. Lipsey’s aggregate results
indicated that, on average, youths in treatment programs had lower recidi-
vism than those in comparison groups (about 10%). When comparisons were
restricted to youths in treatment groups versus those who received “treatment
as usual,” however, he found fewer differences (Lipsey, 1992). Lipsey and
Wilson (1998) conducted another meta-analysis to determine the effects of
programs on serious juvenile offenders. They again found that, on average,
treatment programs reduced delinquency, however there were wide varia-
tions in how well programs worked. They found some evidence that non-
institutional treatment programs may work better for serious offenders than
for less serious youths (Lipsey & Wilson, 1998).

Recent studies of individual juvenile probation programs often find small
or no differences in recidivism between experimental programs and those to
whom they are compared. Wooldredge (1988) found that longer supervision
time with treatment (about 2 years) worked best at reducing recidivism and
increasing the time until reoffense. He argued that if supervision alone was
ordered, it should be limited to 1 year because he believed that longer proba-
tion terms led to more recidivism as youths tired of supervision and lost
respect for the process. In their study, Austin, Joe, Krisberg, & Steele (1990),
found that youths randomly assigned to either no contact probation, routine
supervision, or intensive supervision in Salt Lake City, Utah, were not signif-
icantly different in terms of incidence, frequency, nature, or timing of
rearrests. Also using random assignment, Barton and Butts (1990) compared
youths sent to intensive supervision in Detroit to those sent to state institu-
tions but found no significant differences in recidivism between the groups
(see also Barton & Butts, 1991). In another randomized experiment, Minor
and Elrod (1990) examined the effects of Project Explore in Michigan, which
included wilderness experiences, skills development, and parenting skills
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training. They found few differences between youths in the experimental
program and those on routine probation. Elrod and Minor (1992) examined
the effects of the same program on a different sample of youths and again
found that there were no significant differences in recidivism between the
experimental and comparison groups. Fagan and Reinarman’s (1991) study
comparing probationers randomly assigned to intensive or routine probation
caseloads in Contra Costa County, California, also found few recidivism dif-
ferences. Feinberg (1991) compared the recidivism of youths in an Alle-
gheny County, Pennsylvania, program before and after the program received
funding for a special intensive supervision program. She found no
differences between the groups.

Using random assignment in their evaluation, Sontheimer and Goodstein
(1993) found that although intensive probation aftercare in Philadelphia
reduced the frequency of offending, it did not reduce the likelihood that one
would reoffend. Weibush (1993) compared the effects of intensive supervi-
sion in an Ohio county to institutional commitment and routine probation. He
found no significant differences in recidivism among the groups, although
the intensive group received more technical violations than routine proba-
tioners or parolees. Zhang (1996) evaluated two multiagency juvenile justice
centers (containing courts, probation, police, attorneys, etc.) in Los Angeles
and compared the recidivism of youths served by these centers to those
served in traditional probation units. His results indicated that recidivism
generally was similar for probationers regardless of where they received
services.

In 2002, Palmer summarized the results of California’s long-term Com-
munity Treatment Project (CTP), which was designed to divert institution-
bound offenders from California Youth Authority (CYA) facilities. Although
CTP was actually a CYA program and not run by probation, it was located in
the community. Palmer (2002) found that CTP youths did as well or outper-
formed institutionalized youths on multiple indicators over time. He con-
cluded that community-oriented, treatment-focused interventions can work,
especially if they have smaller caseloads, more contacts, and tailor the treat-
ment to the youths’ needs. Altschuler (1998), however, concluded that
smaller caseloads and more contacts were not necessarily related to better
youth outcomes but that treatment availability in conjunction with increased
participation in services helped. In essence, we still have much to learn about
the effects of juvenile probation and the various treatment and surveillance
components it encompasses.
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CLEAR’S CORRECTIONS OF PLACE CONCEPT AND SOCP

In the summer of 1996, Clear (1996b) published an article in the National
Institute of Justice Journal arguing that the popular “place movement” being
used in law enforcement had important implications for the practice of com-
munity corrections. Clear’s “corrections of place” (COP) ideas apply the
principles of restorative justice and community policing to community cor-
rections, while also managing offender risk to community and addressing sit-
uational factors conducive to crime, such as unguarded crime targets (Clear,
1996b; Clear & Karp, 1998). Rather than relying on the corrections system to
punish the offender as most jurisdictions do, the COP model calls for the state
to facilitate a healing transaction among the offender, victim, and community
by providing only resources and structure for their interactions and thereby
reducing its coercive role in the transaction. The model assigns responsibili-
ties to each party in this transaction. This Clear article and others published
later served as the basis for the development and implementation of the
SOCP developed by Ventura County’s Probation Agency (see Clear, 1996b;
Clear & Corbett, 1998, 1999; Clear & Karp, 1998).

Because SOCP was aimed specifically at youthful offenders (ages 12 to
18 years), Ventura County modified Clear’s model (Clear, 1996a, 1996b;
Clear & Corbett, 1998, 1999) to include the youth’s family as an important
party in the sanctioning process. This modified “ideal” model is presented in
Figure 1. SOCP collaborators used this modified model as a context to guide
their development of program components and hoped to include more fam-
ily, victim, and community involvement than usual for juveniles on probation
in the South Oxnard and Port Hueneme areas. The service providers hoped to
provide a wider range of services to youths and their families (a more com-
prehensive, team approach to service delivery; more intensive and frequent
contacts with youths and their families; strength-based rather than weakness-
based services; a focus on the social context of the youths’ behavior) in non-
traditional settings (e.g., schools, community centers) within the youths’own
community (locating service providers’ offices and treatment groups in
South Oxnard rather than outside the city). They hoped to “treat” and “con-
trol” the youths on their caseloads.

SOCP was located in the South Oxnard Center, a local community center
with library and recreation facilities on site. On-site SOCP team members
included probation officers, nonprobation service coordinators, child and
family services social workers, alcohol and drug treatment specialists, men-
tal health social workers, city recreation staff, navigators (mentors), police
officers, community outreach workers, and restorative justice advocates (see
Karp, Lane, & Turner, 2002). Probation officers for the routine caseloads
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were located in the city of Ventura in a traditional office much farther from
the youths’homes and referred youth out for most services. Table 1 illustrates
the differences in the design of the more intensive SOCP compared to routine
juvenile probation in the county.

METHOD

Sample and Evaluation Design

The authors served as part of the RAND evaluation team contracted to
evaluate SOCP and were involved from the beginning, participating in the
grant development and overall evaluation design. The evaluation used an
experimental design with random assignment, which is the gold standard of
scientific methods for determining program impact (see Baird, 1991;
Boruch, 1997; Campbell & Stanley, 1963; Cook & Campbell, 1979;
Farrington, 2003; Palmer, 1992). The initial evaluation design called for 500
(250 experimental and 250 control) youths to be randomly assigned over an
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Figure 1: Core Responsibilities of Parties to the Sanctioning Process (Revised)
NOTE: The Ventura County service providers specified the model to apply to juvenile
offenders and added the offender’s family as an important part of the healing process.
The dotted lines in the figure represent the additional responsibilities added to the
model by Ventura County.
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TABLE 1: Comparing South Oxnard Challenge Project (SOCP) and Routine
Juvenile Probation

Routine Juvenile
Probation (Medium

SOCP Supervision Caseload)

Location of service center
(probation office)

South Oxnard City of Ventura

Case management Interagency team
(composition varied
based on needs of clients
and their families)

Probation officer

Expected contacts
with youth

Initial home conference
Two family contacts and

two total hours per
month by Service
Coordinator/DPO

1 hour face-to-face
contact per week
by navigator

Office visit once a month
Field visit every 3 months

Focus of intervention Family Youth
Duration of intervention 7 months for informal

probation cases
9 months for formal proba-

tion cases

Intervention ends when
probation case is closed

Continued treatment if
youth continues
contacting staff after
case closed

Social services
availability

Mental health, alcohol and
drug, anger manage-
ment, parenting skills,
child protective services,
mediation, City Corps,
day reporting services
available on-site

Referral to outside agencies

Victim services Probation officers call
victim or refer to on-site
restorative justice
advocate

Probation officers send
restitution letter or refer
to local nonprofit for
mediation

Community services Community outreach
workers

Community advisory group
Community development

events
Community service projects

in target area

None
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18-month period beginning January 1, 1998. After SOCP was awarded an
additional year of funding from the state, random assignment was continued
until February 29, 2000.3 To be eligible for random assignment, youths had to
live in South Oxnard or Port Hueneme, be between age 12 and 18 years, have
a citation (arrest) or violation of probation (VOP), and score at least 12 points
on a locally developed risk assessment (see Figure 2 for referral process).4

Youth in South Oxnard/Port Hueneme were targeted because this geograph-
ical area of the county has the highest crime rate and because this age group
was most at risk of offending and victimization. Youths with citations or vio-
lations of probation were targeted because they were considered to be the
most at risk of committing crimes in the near future. Trained probation offi-
cers completed a locally adapted risk assessment. When probation officers
determined that youth met the eligibility criteria, they called RAND for
assignment to either SOCP or routine probation. To ensure equal chances of
receiving SOCP or routine probation to all eligible youths, evaluation staff
performed the random assignment using equal probability assignment.
Youths had a 50% chance of being assigned to SOCP and a 50% chance of
being assigned to routine probation. A total of 539 youths were assigned to
the study, including 264 SOCP youths and 275 comparison youths. Those
assigned to SOCP were immediately transferred to SOCP by probation
officers. Comparison youths were assigned to a regular probation unit.

SOCP and comparison group youths were studied using a longitudinal
design, with several data collection intervals. The intervention period was the
first 7 (for informal probation cases) or 9 months (for formal probation cases,
whom SOCP considered to be more serious and in need of more intervention)
after random assignment to either SOCP or routine probation. This was the
period of time during which the youths received the bulk of their program-
ming. The follow-up periods were set for each youth individually—6, 12,
and 18 months after their intervention period ended.5 Consequently, informal
cases were followed for 25 months after random assignment (2 years and 1
month) and formal cases were followed for 27 months after random assign-
ment (2 years and 3 months). Measures of program contacts and implementa-
tion were collected during the intervention period. Outcomes were measured
during the intervention period and at each of the three 6-month follow-up
periods. In the current study, we include only those youths who had complete
data for the four data collection points (N = 462, or 85.7% of the entire sam-
ple).6 The study sample includes 226 experimental youth and 236 compari-
son youth (see Figure 3). There were no significant differences in back-
ground characteristics between the two groups at random assignment. Our
sample is primarily male (80%), Hispanic (81% SOCP, 80% comparison),

Lane et al. / JUVENILE PROBATION PROGRAM EVALUATION 33

 by Vic Strasburger on March 11, 2009 http://cad.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://cad.sagepub.com


34 CRIME & DELINQUENCY / JANUARY 2005

Youth who:
•is between 12 and 18 years old
•lives in South Oxnard or Port Hueneme
•has a citation or violation of probation

Probation officer completes risk assessment

Youth scores 
< 12 points

Youth scores 12+ 
points

Routine 
processing Probation officer calls 

evaluation supervisor for 
random assignment

CONTROL EXPERIMENTAL

Routine 
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Figure 2: Referral Process for SOCP

 by Vic Strasburger on March 11, 2009 http://cad.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://cad.sagepub.com


and most youths had no sustained petitions at random assignment (65%
SOCP, 68% comparison) (see Table 2).

Measures

This article presents results based on two data sources—weekly contacts
by staff and official outcomes for each youth.7 Implementation measures
allowed us to examine the content and intensity of the program delivered to
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Figure 3: Youth Who Completed Follow-Up Periods Before June 30, 2001
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youths. Staff recorded their contacts with the youth, family, victim, or vic-
tim’s family. Recorded contacts included letter and phone contacts as well as
visits that took place at the office, person’s workplace, residence, school, at
an institution, or somewhere else in the community. Collateral contacts (e.g.,
with an agency regarding the case) and attempted contacts were also
recorded. Staff also recorded the number of minutes spent during each con-
tact.8 If no contacts were recorded for a particular youth, evaluators assumed
that the youth was not contacted during that month.

The legislature required all 14 counties that received funding to collect
data on the rate of successful completion of probation and the rate of success-
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TABLE 2: Demographic and Prior Characteristics of Study Participants at Ran-
dom Assignment

Routine Juvenile
SOCP (%) Probation (%)

Sex
Male 78.8 78.8

Age
9 to 11 years 0.4 0.4
12 to 14 years 25.2 26.3
15 to 16 years 50.4 47.0
17 to 18 years 23.9 26.3

Ethnicity
White 8.4 9.3
Hispanic 81.0 80.1
African American 6.6 8.5
Other 4.0 2.1

Frequency of alcohol use
Moderate use 35.4 51.3
Chronic use 4.4 5.5

Frequency of other drug use
Moderate use 41.2 48.7
Chronic use 5.8 7.6

Prior 602 sustained petition (ward of court) 35.4 31.8
Most serious prior sustained petitiona

Violent felony 7.6 6.3
Violent misdemeanor 16.5 27.5
Property felony 31.6 23.8
Property misdemeanor 31.6 20.0
Drug 2.5 7.5
Other 10.1 15.0

Gang association 33.2 34.7

NOTE: SOCP = South Oxnard Challenge Project.
a. Percentages by offense given in this table are for those youth who had at least one
sustained petition.

 by Vic Strasburger on March 11, 2009 http://cad.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://cad.sagepub.com


ful completion of restitution and court-ordered community service.9 To mea-
sure outcomes, the evaluation team collected records of weekly contacts as
well as initial and follow-up official record data for each youth. As noted ear-
lier, evaluation staff examined all youth’s SOCP and probation files at five
data collection points—initial entry into program, end of intervention, and at
three 6-month intervals after the intervention period ended. We examined
juvenile and adult probation records for outcomes.

RESULTS

Services Provided

SOCP youths and their families received significantly more contacts and
more time with staff during their intervention periods (see Table 3), results
that have been found in prior studies as well (see Barton & Butts, 1991;
Sontheimer & Goodstein, 1993; Weibush, 1993). If all types of contacts are
included, SOCP made an average of 14 contacts a month per case, whereas
routine probation officers, who worked without the help of navigators or
other support personnel, averaged one contact. If collateral and attempted
contacts are excluded so that only direct contact with a person involved in the
case (e.g., youth, family, victim) is counted, SOCP staff made an average of
eight contacts a month per case, whereas routine probation officers made on
average slightly less than one contact a month. The time spent on each case
was also much greater in SOCP (mean = 371 minutes a month or 6 hours)
than on routine probation (mean = 6.2 minutes).10 SOCP cases were also sig-
nificantly more likely to receive services that the experimental program was
designed to deliver (e.g., drug and alcohol treatment, mentoring, recreation,
vocational and family services) than were routine cases (see Barton & Butts,
1991). Close to one fourth of clients in both groups were counseled by people
working on their cases (see Table 3).11

Recidivism Outcomes

Table 4 presents the recidivism outcomes for the two groups. The first two
columns represent events that occurred during the intervention period and the
second two columns represent events that occurred after the intervention
period, or during the 18 months of follow-up time. There were no significant
differences between the two groups on any of the recidivism measures.12 A
small majority (SOCP = 51%; comparison = 52%) of both groups were
arrested13 (referred to probation) again during their intervention period.
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Slightly more were arrested at some point during the 18-month follow-up
period (SOCP = 59%, comparison = 58%). A minority of youths in either
group was arrested for a violent offense at any time while they were being fol-
lowed (during intervention: SOCP = 9%, comparison = 13%; during follow-
up: SOCP = 13%, comparison = 20%). Slightly fewer SOCP youths were
referred for a violent offense, although the difference between the groups
was not significant. The most common referral during the intervention period
for both groups was for property crime. During the follow-up period, SOCP
youths were more likely to be referred for property crime, whereas compari-
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TABLE 3: Contacts and Services During Intervention Period

Routine Juvenile
SOCP Probation

Mean number of monthly contacts (all types) 14.3* 1.1
Probation officers/service coordinators 5.8* 1.0
Navigators 5.5* 0.0
Treatment providers 1.9* 0.1
City Corps 0.5* 0.0
Other 0.6* 0.0

Mean number of monthly contacts (excluding
collateral and attempted) 8.0* 0.8

Probation officers/service coordinators 2.9* 0.7
Navigators 3.5* 0.0
Treatment providers 1.0* 0.0
City Corps 0.4* 0.0
Other 0.3* 0.0

Mean monthly contact time in minutes 371.0* 6.2
Probation officers/service coordinators 113.8* 2.1
Navigators 166.8* 1.2
Treatment providers 64.8* 2.5
City Corps 6.9* 0.2
Other 18.7* 0.2

Types of services received (% of youth
receiving services)

Drug and alcohol 47.3* 28.8
Counseling 27.9 22.9
Educational 27.4* 2.5
Family 76.1* 6.4
Vocational 15.5* 2.5
Mentoring 67.7* 2.5
Recreation 36.7* 1.3
Health 1.3 1.7

NOTE: SOCP = South Oxnard Challenge Project.
*p < .05.
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son youth were more likely to be referred for violent crime. The difference
was not statistically significant on either of these measures. In sum, there
were no significant differences in types or nature of arrests during the study
period. There were also no significant differences between the groups on
numbers of arrests.

Although most youths in both groups were arrested again during the 2
years they were studied, most youths did not receive a sustained petition
(conviction) at any point during the intervention (26% of SOCP youths, 28%
of comparison youths convicted) or follow-up period (40% of SOCP youths,
36% of comparison youths convicted) (Table 4). Again, there were no signif-
icant differences between the groups. Most youths (60% of SOCP youths,
59% of comparison youths) avoided incarceration during the 2+ years after
random assignment. About 25% of SOCP youths and 28% of comparison
youth were incarcerated in a local facility at some point during the interven-
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TABLE 4: Recidivism Outcomes for South Oxnard Challenge Project (SOCP)
and Comparison Youths

18-Month
Intervention Period Follow-Up Period

Routine Routine
SOCP Probation SOCP Probation

Referred/arrested (%) 51.3 52.1 59.3 58.1
Violent (%) 9.3 13.1 12.8 19.5
Property (%) 19.9 16.5 15.0 11.9
Drug (%) 3.5 5.5 5.3 3.0
Other crime (%) 5.8 5.9 8.0 8.5
Technical (%) 5.8 5.5 6.2 6.4
Status offense (%) 7.1 5.5 11.9 8.9

Sustained petition (%) 25.7 28.0 39.8 36.4
Violent (%) 2.7 6.4 6.6 10.2
Property (%) 8.0 8.1 11.1 8.1
Drug (%) 0.9 1.7 2.2 0.4
Other crime (%) 3.5 5.9 8.4 7.6
Technical (%) 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
Status offense (%) 10.6 5.9 11.5 10.2

Incarcerated (%) 24.8 28.4 29.6 32.2
Local facility (%) 24.8 28.4 29.6 32.2

Mean number of days (#) 23.9 38.4 44.6 48.6
California Youth Authority (%) 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

Mean number of days (#) 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

NOTE: Referrals/arrests and sustained petition are listed by the most severe offense.
Mean number of days of incarceration are computed only for youth who were incarcer-
ated during the reference period.

 by Vic Strasburger on March 11, 2009 http://cad.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://cad.sagepub.com


tion period (either pre- or postadjudication). Slightly more (30% of SOCP
youths, 32% of comparison youths) were incarcerated during the follow-up
phase. Only about 40% of youths were incarcerated in a local facility at some
point during the study. Only 19% of SOCP and 15% of comparison youths
were incarcerated at some point during the intervention and follow-up
phases, indicating that most incarcerated youths were locked up during only
one study period.

Additional Outcomes

Table 5 presents the results for additional outcomes, including probation
status, alcohol and other drug use, restitution, and community service. There
were some interesting results regarding probation status at the end of the
intervention period. Significantly more comparison youths than SOCP
youths had completed probation by the end of the intervention period,
because more SOCP youths remained on informal probation. In Ventura
County, the routine practice was to close informal probation cases as soon as
requirements were met. However, in SOCP, staff’s philosophy was often that
youths should be helped as long as possible. This philosophy likely also
resulted in significantly fewer SOCP youth on informal probation being
moved to formal probation during their intervention period. In SOCP, when
youths got in trouble, staff typically wanted to help them rather than escalate
the formal level of supervision. During the 18-month follow-up period, the
percentage of SOCP youths who completed probation was similar to the per-
centage of comparison youth (52% SOCP, 53% comparison). By the end of
the 2-year study period, most youths in both groups completed probation.
Although they kept cases longer than usual, SOCP staff did not keep cases
open indefinitely. The fact that most youths’ cases were closed before the
follow-up period ended may have been because the evaluation team and the
SOCP manager consistently reminded staff that the program design called
for them to stop providing services at the end of the intervention period. It
may also have resulted from officers’ desire to decrease caseload sizes or the
recognition that the grant period was coming to a close and SOCP would not
remain a major program for very long.14

Similar percentages of youth in SOCP and the comparison group used
alcohol and/or drugs during the study period (based on self-admission to
their case workers or results of drug testing) (see Table 5). Most youth in both
groups (55% SOCP, 57% comparison) had no indication of alcohol use in
their records during the study period. Less than 15% of either group used
alcohol during the intervention and follow-up periods (13% SOCP, 14%
comparison). At least one half (50% of SOCP, 56% of comparison) of both
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TABLE 5: Additional Outcomes for South Oxnard Challenge Project (SOCP) and
Comparison Group Youths

18-Month
Intervention Period Follow-Up Period

Routine Routine
SOCP Probation SOCP Probation

Probation Status
Completed probation (%) 14.6* 39.8 51.8 53.4
Remain on informal

probation (%) 49.6* 18.2 8.8 10.6
Remain on formal probation (%) 33.2 32.2 24.8 23.3
Informals moved to formal (%) 2.7* 9.7 14.6 12.7

Alcohol and other drug use
Used alcohol (%) 27.4 24.6 44.7 43.2
Used drugs (%) 36.7 33.5 50.4 44.5
Drug tested (%) 34.1* 23.7 52.7 46.2
Tested positive (%) 19.9* 9.7 37.2* 24.6

Assigned restitution (%) 38.5 41.9 56.6 55.1
Court-ordered (%) 28.3 35.6 50.4 47.9

For random assignment
offense (%) 6.2 9.3 14.6 15.3

For prior or later offense (%) 23.5 27.1 48.7 43.6
Assigned by probation

officer (%) 11.5 7.2 12.8 10.6
Completed court-ordered

restitution (%) 14.1 15.5 40.4 38.9
Completed probation-officer

ordered restitution (%) 3.8 0.0 20.7 24.0
Mean restitution assigned ($) 777* 321 1864* 954
Mean restitution paid ($) 55 42 257 158
Assigned community

service (%) 58.8 63.1 69.9 72.5
Court-ordered (%) 11.1 14.8 23.5 20.3

For random assignment
offense (%) 5.3 6.4 6.2 6.4

For prior or later offense (%) 5.8 8.5 18.1 14.4
Assigned by probation

officer (%) 52.7 50.4 64.6 59.3
Completed court-ordered

service (%) 36.0 25.7 37.7 31.3
Completed probation-officer

ordered service (%) 11.8* 2.5 31.5* 20.0
Mean hours assigned (#) 40 37 65 53
Mean hours completed (#) 15* 5 31* 15

NOTE: Percentage who completed restitution is based on the number who were
required to pay restitution. Percentage who completed community service is based on
the number who were required to perform community service.
*p < .05.

 by Vic Strasburger on March 11, 2009 http://cad.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://cad.sagepub.com


groups also were able to stay off drugs during the study period. Only about
one fifth of youths (22%) in each group used drugs during the intervention
and follow-up periods. Significantly more SOCP youths were drug tested
during the intervention period, and significantly more of them tested positive
for drugs during and after the intervention period. More scrutiny by SOCP
staff likely led to more identification of these problem behaviors and may or
may not reflect actual differences in the amount of alcohol or other drug
usage (see Petersilia & Turner, 1993).

Similar percentages of both groups were assigned restitution and commu-
nity service during and after the intervention periods, however these require-
ments often were not for their study offense. Some requirements were related
to previous cases, and the court or probation officers often added restitution
dollars or community service hours in response to youths who violated con-
ditions or committed more offenses. Assigned hours and dollars accumu-
lated and remained in the files until they were completed, making it difficult
to distinguish which requirements applied to which cases (e.g., whether the
hours completed or dollars paid were those for the specific case prompting
random assignment). However, SOCP youth on average were assigned sig-
nificantly more restitution dollars during the study period. Most youths in
both groups (more than 60%) failed to pay all their restitution dollars. There
were no significant differences in the amount of community service
assigned. Although most youth in both groups failed to complete their com-
munity service hours during the study period, SOCP youth were significantly
more likely to complete hours assigned by the probation officers than com-
parison youths were. SOCP youths also completed significantly more hours
(15 hours during intervention, 31 during follow-up) on average than their
counterparts (5 during intervention, 15 during follow-up) did.

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

In sum, although SOCP youths received a more intense program in terms
of amount and length of contacts and types of services given, there were few
significant differences between them and the comparison group on recidi-
vism or other outcomes. Our results are similar to those found in prior studies
(e.g., Barton & Butts, 1990, 1991; Elrod & Minor, 1992; Fagan &
Reinarman, 1991; Feinberg, 1991; Minor & Elrod, 1990; Sontheimer &
Goodstein, 1993; Zhang, 1996). The majority of both groups were re-
referred to probation or rearrested during the study period, although a minor-
ity committed violent offenses. Most youths had no sustained petitions (con-
victions) and were not incarcerated during the 2+ years they were studied,
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regardless the type of probation they received. Most completed probation.
Most did not complete their restitution or community service. Although most
youths in both groups did not use alcohol or drugs during the intervention,
SOCP youths were significantly more likely to be drug tested and to test posi-
tive than were comparison youths. They were also significantly more likely
to test positive during the follow-up period.

Why No Major Differences?

It would be easy for readers to interpret these findings to mean that the
program had no benefit and that programs similar to this may not be worth the
increased resources it takes to implement them. However, measurement and
programmatic issues may complicate these conclusions. First, the routine
probation officers who kept records for the comparison group were not com-
pensated by the grant and had no incentive to record data as carefully as the
SOCP staff who were required to do so. It is impossible to know what infor-
mation was not recorded for both groups. However, it is likely that more
information about services delivered was missing for the control group
because the evaluators were not an everyday presence in the lives of the staff
who worked with them. The comparison group may have received more ser-
vices than the data show. Specifically, it may be that the true difference
between SOCP and routine probation was that services such as alcohol and
drug treatment, mental health treatment, community service, and recreation
were on-site rather than in a separate building from probation. Youths on pro-
bation in Ventura County typically get referred out to these services already,
so it is likely that comparison youths also received some of these services and
that line staff working in routine probation were doing similar activities
(Palmer, 1992). The probation agency could not force other social services
staff and agencies (e.g., mental health, alcohol and drug programs) who were
unpaid by the grant to keep or share records for the study, so these data were
not recorded unless the information was in the probation files. In essence, as
criminologists know, the official records available to the evaluators reflected
the work and priorities of the staff as well as the activities of the youths
(Greenwood, 1994; Krisberg & Howell, 1998).

A second reason for similar outcomes may result from the relative low-
risk nature of the youths in both programs. Evidence indicates that focusing
on more serious offenders may yield more pronounced results; yet many
study youths were on informal probation rather than on formal probation
(Andrews et al., 1990; Lipsey & Wilson, 1998). SOCP assessed eligibility for
the program based on a validated risk assessment instrument that they
adapted for their clientele. Based on their experience, they revised the scor-
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ing categories to make them more applicable to the local population and then
determined a point threshold at which the client would be eligible for the ran-
dom assignment. The expectation was that medium-high-risk youths would
be captured through this procedure, however in the end serious offenders did
not constitute a majority of the study sample. In essence, the adapted screen-
ing instrument (or the required point score) did not capture the desired group
of clients, which may have contributed to the difficulty SOCP experienced in
trying to change youths’ lives. In addition, our results indicate that services
were not delivered based on risk. There were few significant differences in
contact levels across low-, medium-, and high-risk clients. High-risk clients
were significantly more likely than low-risk clients to be contacted by treat-
ment personnel, but not other staff. Medium-risk clients actually received
more contacts by probation officers and service coordinators and were sig-
nificantly more likely than low-risk clients (but not high-risk ones) to get
these contacts. There were no significant differences in contacts across
groups for navigators, community service staff, or other personnel. These
few differences in contacts across types of clients also may have contributed
to our results.

Taking Theory to Practice

Taking theory to practice was difficult for the program, and the expecta-
tions for the program may have been unrealistic. The program hoped to be
family centered and to tackle the multiple problems that led youths to commit
crime. SOCP also asked staff to focus on victims and the community. How-
ever, expectations of the California Board of Corrections (the granting
agency) and the court were youth centered. The reality was that probation
officers answered to the court, and the court was limited to making orders
specific to youths’compliance with conditions of probation. Staff working in
SOCP faced dual and sometimes competing expectations. Because of limited
time, SOCP staff were often forced to make a choice between following the
community and family-centered philosophical focus of the program and
meeting the expectations of the court. In addition, the granting agency
required the evaluation team to collect and report on specific recidivism and
justice system–related youth outcomes. Consequently, staff often felt that
much of their work went “unnoticed” and was not captured by the data (e.g.,
better youth attitudes, better family relationships, more concentrated energy
on the case, increased community interest).15 This was a legitimate criticism,
given that restorative justice is, in part, about improving relationships among
people involved in the criminal incident (e.g., the offender, victim, and com-
munity) (Presser & Van Voorhis, 2002). This evaluation was not designed to
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measure relationships but rather outcomes because of funding agency priori-
ties and cost constraints. The legislature funded the project and was most
interested in reducing crime (recidivism) and improving accountability
(completion of probation, community service, and restitution). These data
indicate that there were no significant differences across groups in the tradi-
tional outcome variables used to measure recidivism success—for example,
arrests, convictions, and incarcerations—even if the relationships between
people involved were better.

Although resources were prioritized on gauging youth outcomes and the
study was unable to focus many resources on evaluating changes in relation-
ships, the researchers interviewed some youths at 12 months after random
assignment to assess their opinions about the effects of the program on their
lives and their families. The specific results will be presented in a future arti-
cle, however generally there were few significant differences between the
groups regarding their feelings about positive changes in their relationships
with parents and siblings while they were on probation. About one third to
one half of both groups felt their relationships improved.

Even with the increased attention given to the youths, it may have been
idealistic to expect to change this aspect of their troubled lives with less than 1
year of intervention, because it likely took many years to become the people
they were (see Corbett, 1999). To make lasting changes, it may have taken
much more intensive resources than were provided here. Probation officers
and service coordinators in SOCP spent an average of 2 hours and navigators
spent an average of about 3 hours a month on each client’s case. In addition,
as noted above, although the project included some focus on the family, the
reality was that the court and funding agency were focused on youth out-
comes, and these expectations primarily guided program implementation
and the evaluation. Although we cannot know for sure, more intensive ser-
vices focused on the family also may have yielded better results.

Staff found it very difficult to move the theory of corrections of place into
the details of practical work. The initial discussion of COP occurred in a short
five-page idea paper (Clear, 1996b) and did not contain specifics on how
agencies could implement COP ideas. SOCP staff worked hard to figure out
the specifics on their own and even invited Clear to spend a few days on-site
giving technical assistance. However, as mentioned earlier, staff found it dif-
ficult to implement the ideas, primarily because of problems with merging
agency and court expectations about focusing on youth accountability with
COP philosophy. Agency limitations on liability, workload, hours, and the
like also affected their ability to translate these concepts into practice. For
example, staff were unwilling to allow offenders to work with vulnerable
populations such as the elderly or children or to arrange youth activities in
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areas where gang tensions might jeopardize safety. The COP philosophy
might see these activities as beneficial if they focused on building and
improving relationships among the parties, however such efforts were not
feasible within the probation structure. In addition, because agencies had
limitations on the number of hours that staff could work per week, it was
often difficult to work regular hours and nontraditional hours (e.g., evenings
and weekends). From the COP standpoint, working nontraditional hours
might make it easier to arrange activities that involved more community
members and victims.

Despite difficulties in translating the COP concept into practice, SOCP
itself was clearly different from the way juvenile probation was typically
delivered in Ventura County. Staff from multiple agencies worked together as
a team on one site located in the heart of the youths’ community and gave
more services to youths and their families than they would have received oth-
erwise. As other studies have found (e.g., Zhang, 1996), centralized services
alone may not make a difference in recidivism outcomes. Evaluator observa-
tion of activities suggested that many of the services youths and their families
received from SOCP staff were “feel good” undirected counseling (one-on-
one talks, counseling groups, personal advice), events (community clean-
ups, barbecues) or surveillance. Research has shown that these services are
less effective in producing good recidivism results than other more struc-
tured, skills-based, behavioral programs (Andrews et al., 1990; Greenwood,
1994; Lipsey, 1992).

Policy Implications

The SOCP was only one of many efforts nationwide that were designed to
achieve goals in line with restorative justice principles (American Probation
and Parole Association, 2000). The results, therefore, may have important
implications for agencies across the country working to implement these
ideas. First, the difficulties that SOCP staff faced when trying to take theory
to practice illustrate the problems implementing programs that do not fit with
the traditional process and procedures used by the justice system. There are
some fundamental contradictions between the way the system works and
restorative justice principles (Bazemore & Umbreit, 1995). For example,
courts expect the offending youth to be the focus of efforts to increase
accountability and decrease offending, however restorative justice calls for
justice system actors to focus on relationships and healing among the
offender, victim, and community to reach these goals. Concerns about staff
resources (e.g., overtime hours, nontraditional work hours, limited time for
each case) and liability issues (e.g., mixing offenders with the public, putting
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youths in situations or neighborhoods where they may be victimized by rival
gangs) can hinder efforts to implement restorative justice programs
(Bazemore & Umbreit, 1995; Bazemore & Walgrave, 1999). Agencies need
to consider how they will address contradictions between restorative justice
philosophy and agency and court expectations when they arise—for exam-
ple, will the new philosophy be amended to adapt to the traditional system? If
so, how will they ensure the new ideas continue to be implemented? What are
some ways to make the two sometimes-competing priorities work? As
Bazemore and Walgrave (1999) argued, a key issue is to avoid allowing
restorative justice to become a “buzzword” without doing much to change
real practices.

Even with no significant differences between the groups, the results indi-
cate that a “softer” rather than “tougher” philosophy toward troubled youths
does not make them worse (see Barton & Butts, 1990). After years of getting
tougher toward youths (e.g., suppression and incarceration policies, transfer
to adult court), the current study confirms findings from prior research that
indicates that helping youths while holding them accountable does not put
the public at more risk from crime (e.g., Andrews et al., 1990; Lipsey, 1992).
Anecdotal evidence from staff indicates that officers felt they were affecting
the youths more than they did when they were in charge of routine caseloads.
Staff also believed the youths, families, and victims felt better about their
experiences with probation in SOCP. More positive interactions and attitudes
toward probation supervision and officers may yield many positive results
distinct from recidivism, such as improved staff morale, increased coopera-
tion from clients, and better community relations. In times and communities
where relationships between community members and justice system actors
are tense, such programs might improve local conditions.

Most youths in both groups were re-referred or arrested during the 2+
years they were studied (mainly for property crimes), however longer follow-
up periods such as the ones used here mean that youths have more opportu-
nity to reoffend (Sontheimer & Goodstein, 1993). Even though about one
third of both groups had prior convictions, and some for violence, most
remained free in the community during the entire follow-up period. Less than
one third of either group was incarcerated in a local facility (e.g., juvenile hall
or treatment center) during either the intervention or follow-up periods.
Those that were averaged less than 2 months incarcerated. None of them was
sent to the CYA, the state’s juvenile prison system. Thus, the model that
focused more on rehabilitation and less on punishment did just as well as the
more traditional probation approach. Hence, another policy implication is
that programs focusing on helping offenders may be as useful as those that
focus on a more punishment-oriented, surveillance approach.
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A final policy implication is that probation employees and other social
service agency staff may differ on how they would like their performance
evaluated. Traditionally measured outcomes such as recidivism measures are
important to policy makers and agency leaders who make decisions about
program components. Yet line staff often see their job as much broader than
simply preventing more crime. For example, they may prefer also to be
judged on their ability to improve other client characteristics, such as
demeanor, school attendance and grades, employment, self-confidence, life
skills, and relationships with others (Petersilia, 1993). More structured pro-
grams that focus on improving these factors and evaluations that examine
these outcomes may better inform research and policy (Andrews et al., 1990;
Greenwood, 1994; Lipsey, 1992).

NOTES

1. A fourth year of funding was later added to the grants.
2. The California Youth Authority maintains the state’s highest level incarceration facilities

for juveniles.
3. There was a 1-month hiatus in random assignment during summer 1999 while decisions

regarding a fourth year of funding were being made at the state level.
4. During the summer of 1997, a local Screening and Selection Committee composed of

agency leaders and personnel adapted (revised scoring categories) and pretested a validated risk
instrument to ensure that it would “capture” youth who, based on probation agency experience,
were actually medium to high risk of committing crime in the near future. The committee was
aware of research indicating that programs are more successful when they target youth who are
medium to high risk (see Lipsey & Wilson, 1998; Wilson & Howell, 1995). The committee deter-
mined that a score of at least 12 on their assessment would capture these youths in their
community.

5. The grant required that data be collected for 18 months after the program ended for each
youth. An 18-month follow-up period is considered adequate, because most of those who recom-
mit crime will do so within this time frame (Baird, 1991).

6. Youth might have incomplete data either because records were incomplete or because their
follow-up periods had not ended by the final date for data collection (June 30, 2001).

7. Results based on other data sources (youth and staff interviews) will be presented in later
articles. For more detail on methods and results, see the full project report (Turner, Schroeder,
Fain, Lane, & Petersilia, 2002).

8. SOCP staff completed weekly contact sheets and submitted them to the evaluation team.
Routine probation officers recorded the information in their files and evaluation staff transferred
them to the contact sheets. This was not an “ideal” arrangement, however it ensured that proba-
tion officers not funded by SOCP would continue to participate in data collection.

9. The legislature appropriated approximately $45.8 million to the California Board of Cor-
rections to administer Challenge I grants to qualifying counties. Counties receiving funds
included Alameda, Contra Costa, Humboldt, Orange, Sacramento, San Bernardino, San Diego,
San Francisco, San Joaquin, Santa Barbara, Santa Clara, Stanislaus, Tehama, and Ventura. An
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additional $56 million in grants (designated Challenge II) were awarded in May 1999 to 11 origi-
nal counties and 6 new counties. Ventura did not compete for Challenge II funds.

10. If the staff member did not record the time length of each contact, it appeared in the data
set as 0. Consequently, these numbers underestimate the average time spent with each youth, but
it is impossible to know by how much.

11. Staff members were allowed to record the category of service that most closely repre-
sented what they did with the youths. Consequently, “counseling“ is a broad term that includes
therapeutic counseling as well as other types of counseling.

12. Self-report data not reported in this article, however, do show differences. At 12 months
after random assignment, SOCP youth were significantly more likely to indicate that they had
committed violent offenses than were control youth. There were no significant differences
between the groups in self-reports of property, drug, or other crimes.

13. We use the term arrested to refer to citations or arrests that resulted in referrals to the pro-
bation department. A few youths (5.8%) received only technical violations and are also included
in the table.

14. Elements of the SOCP program (attempt at collaboration, focus on improving life skills)
remain because lessons learned were transferred into other units after the SOCP manager became
the manager in charge of juvenile services for the agency, however the SOCP program itself
ended.

15. Barton and Butts (1991) found that family relationships were better for youths in the
intensive program compared to routine probation.
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