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As you have seen, evaluation studies come in many forms. A single study, such as the Minneapolis Domestic 
Violence Experiment (recall Chapter 2), can be very influential and have an enormous effect on police policies. But we 
have seen that replications of studies answering the same question often result in very different conclusions. Obviously, 
learning what works should rely on more than one study. Evaluation specialists are increasingly encouraging policy 
makers to enact evidence-based policies, which are based on a systematic review of all available evidence that 
assesses what works and what doesn’t. Petrosino and Lavenberg (2007) define systematic reviews as follows:

In systematic reviews, researchers attempt to gather relevant evaluative studies, critically appraise them, and 
come to judgments about what works using explicit, transparent, state-of-the-art methods. In contrast to tradi-
tional syntheses, a systematic review will include detail about each stage of the decision process, including the 
question that guided the review, the criteria for studies to be included, and the methods used to search for and 
screen evaluation reports. It will also detail how analyses were done and how conclusions were reached. (p. 1)

The reviews often try to quantify the successfulness of particular programs and interventions, sometimes using a 
technique called meta-analysis, which we describe later in Chapter 11. Although these reviews are designed to be objec-
tive, there are still controversies surrounding any particular review, including conflict about the inclusion or exclusion 
of studies and what qualifies as a rigorous study design (e.g., is a true experimental 
design the only way to determine causality?).

Systematic reviews are increasingly sponsored by both private and government 
entities. One private organization that has become a leader in publicizing reviews 
related to criminal justice policy research is the Campbell Collaboration. The 
Campbell Collaboration is an international research network that prepares and 
disseminates systematic reviews of social science evidence in three fields: crime and 
justice, education, and social welfare. The collaboration’s mission “is to promote pos-
itive social change by contributing to better-informed decisions and better-quality 
public and private services around the world” (http://www.campbellcollaboration 
.org). All reports are peer reviewed and are available on the collaboration’s website.

Systematic review  Summary review about 
the impact of a program wherein the analyst 
attempts to account for differences across 
research designs and samples, often using 
statistical techniques such as a meta-analysis

Campbell Collaboration  Group producing 
systematic reviews of programs and policies 
in many areas including criminal justice, social 
work, and education

Case Study
Do Mentoring Programs Work?

One example from the online Campbell Library (http://www.campbellcollaboration.org/library.php) is a systematic 
review by Tolan and colleagues (Tolan, Henry, Schoeny, & Bass, 2008) that examined the impact of mentoring inter-
ventions in decreasing delinquency and other problems. If you read the report, you will see that all decisions made by 
the authors are explicitly stated. For example, they were very specific in their criteria for mentoring: (a) an interaction 
between two individuals over an extended period of time; (b) inequality of experience, knowledge, or power between 
the mentor and mentee, with the mentor possessing the greater share; (c) the mentee is in a position to imitate and 
benefit from the knowledge, skill, ability, or experience of the mentor; and (d) the absence of inequality that typifies 
other helping relationships and is marked by professional training, certification, or predetermined status differences 
such as parent–child or teacher–student relationships.

When selecting studies for their review, Tolan et al. (2008) also clearly stated four criteria: (a) studies that focused 
on youth who were at risk for juvenile delinquency or who were currently involved in delinquent behavior; (b) studies 
that focused on prevention or treatment for those at-risk youth; (c) studies that measured at least one quantitative effect 
on at least one outcome, including delinquency, substance abuse, academic achievement, or aggression; and (d) studies 
that were conducted in predominately English-speaking countries reported between 1980 and 2005. As you can see, 
systematic reviews are, well, extremely systematic! For the record, the review found that there was a modest impact of 
mentoring in reducing delinquency and aggression, but less of a relationship was found between mentoring and drug 
use and academic achievement.


