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22 Strengths of Randomized Experimental  
Designs in Impact Evaluations
The research design used by Braga et al. (1999) meets all three criteria for a true experimental design. First, they used 
at least two comparison groups. In the Braga et al. research, some communities received the problem-oriented patrol 
strategies (experimental groups), while the other comparison communities received traditional police patrol (control 
groups).

Recall the three criteria necessary for establishing a causal relationship between independent and dependent vari-
ables (see Chapter 6):

1.	 Association between the independent and dependent variables

2.	 Correct time order (the independent variable precedes the dependent)

3.	 Nonspuriousness (rule out influence of other variables)

Data obtained from a true experimental design provide the best way to determine that all three of these criteria 
have been met. Because the assessment of change in the dependent variables used in Braga et al.’s study was performed 
after the experimental condition (problem-oriented strategies) had been delivered, they could also ensure that the time 
order was correct and that the only factors that affected the reduction in violent crime was likely the new patrol strate-
gies and not some other factor.

Because the communities in Braga et al.’s (1999) study were randomly assigned to receive either problem-oriented 
or traditional patrol strategies, the relationship found between these strategies (independent variable) and the depend-
ent variables (incidents of crime, etc.) is unambiguous. Braga and colleagues monitored their dependent variables 
both before and after the different policing strategies were implemented, so there is also no question that the strategies 
came before the change in the dependent variable. Finally, the random assignment of the communities to either the 
problem-oriented or traditional police conditions controlled for a host of possible extraneous influences that may have 
created spurious relationships.

NewsIn the

PREDICTING CRIMINAL PROPENSITY

Nowhere is needs assessment more needed than in predicting the risk of recidivism among appli-
cants for parole. In the 1920s, sociologist Ernest Burgess studied previously released inmates’ 
criminal histories and classified them on the basis of 22 variables as hobos, ne’er-do-wells, farm 
boys, drug addicts, gangsters, and recent immigrants. Illinois had used a classification similar to 
this for 30 years, while other states relied on “clinical judgment.” Now, most states use a quan-
titative risk assessment tool in which risk predictions are based on identified correlates of future 
criminality, such as age at first arrest, job and relationship history, history of drug abuse and gang 
activity, and behavior while incarcerated.

1.	 If you were going to conduct a study that examined whether using a risk assessment 
tool to predict recidivism was more effective than other methods (such as a parole 
board going over a person’s file and making a subjective assessment), how would you 
design your study?

2.	 Why is it important to evaluate new criminal justice tools such as quantitative risk 
assessment tools?
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Source: Neyfakh, L. (2011, February 20). You will commit a crime in the future, true, false: Inside the science of predicting violence. Boston Sunday Globe, 
pp. K1, K4.


