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Foreword
For those of us who attend the annual Conference on Criminal Justice Research and
Evaluation on a regular basis, the theme for 1998 may have seemed unorthodox. We are
more accustomed to conference topics that reflect research in either some aspect of the
criminal justice system or a specific subject in criminal justice research. “Viewing Crime
and Justice from a Collaborative Perspective” departed from that tradition, offering a
perspective that cuts across all justice system components and all subject areas.

Whether it is called collaborative research, research partnerships, action research, partici-
patory research, or cooperative inquiry or goes by another name, in disciplines outside
criminology the approach has been used for some time. In criminal justice research, how-
ever, it is a new way of doing business, whose major feature is practitioners working on
an equal footing with researchers in a collaborative manner. For the police chiefs or pros-
ecutors or other agency heads who enter into these partnerships, the appeal is the opportu-
nity to work on a problem they themselves have identified and the access they get to
research-based knowledge they can then put to solving the problem. For researchers, the
appeal is the opportunity to apply their knowledge in a real-world setting, where it can
make a difference—maybe even an immediate difference. Each side of the partnership
equation brings distinctive strengths and each lends new legitimacy to the other.

In choosing the conference theme, our intent was to explore the complexity of the ap-
proach as reflected in the way researchers and practitioners are relating to one another in
communities throughout the Nation. The plenary session addresses reproduced here attest
to both the challenges and the opportunities that partnerships entail. David Kennedy, who
was involved in the Boston Gun Project—perhaps the most acclaimed partnership project
to date—documented practitioners’ increasing receptivity to designing and implementing
these knowledge-based interventions. J. Phillip Thompson elaborated on communities as
a key component of partnerships, reminding us of the need to understand their structure,
interactions, histories, and dynamics as a prelude to investing in a collaborative project.
Lisbeth Schorr cautioned that the critical attributes of effective partnerships involve much
heavy lifting and go a long way to explain why it is hard to sustain and spread good pro-
grams. Jeffrey Edleson and Andrea Bible detailed the demands placed on researchers
and practitioners and then, drawing on what they learned from several successful
collaborations on domestic violence issues, presented ways to overcome the challenges.

The need to balance different perspectives, the varied expectations, the time commitment
necessary to build trust, the imperative of defining common objectives—all these (and
many more) attributes of collaborative research also are coming to light as a result of the
investment in researcher-practitioner partnerships being made by the National Institute of
Justice. We cut the ribbon in 1995 with locally initiated research partnerships for problem
solving in policing and have since used the template in other areas, among them sentenc-
ing and corrections and domestic violence. Our intent was not only to provide the means
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for solving specific, practitioner-defined research problems, but also to lay the
groundwork for ongoing collaborations—partnerships that would outlast the initial
project.

We recognize that partnerships are not yet a mainstay in the arsenals of researchers
or practitioners; much remains to be done for that to happen. Yet as David Kennedy
noted, the demand for them is real and will increase. The conference offered
convincing proof that rapid strides are being made toward meeting that demand.

Those who would like to read more can find the abstracts of the conference sessions
on the Web at http://www.ilj.org.

Jeremy Travis
Director
National Institute of Justice
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Research for Problem Solving and
the New Collaborations
David Kennedy, Ph.D., Harvard University

Preventive Patrol Experiment of the early 1970s—
research that slowly and painstakingly built the
case that policing and some other approaches in
criminal justice were simply not working as well
as we wished.1 This view is widely accepted today.
Along with that acceptance comes another long
line of research suggesting we can do better: that
hot spots can be policed,2 disorder can be man-
aged,3 drug markets can be disrupted,4 civil
authority can be mobilized in the service of crime
prevention,5 cycles of neighborhood decline can be
interrupted and reversed,6 and fear can be reduced.7

Still another line of policy and management analy-
sis has given us key community and problem-
solving strategic frameworks for implementing and
institutionalizing new approaches to crime control.8

Rigorous social science evaluations have suggested
that some community and problem-solving inter-
ventions have been effective and supported the
larger idea that pursuing these strategic frameworks
is a worthwhile endeavor.9 As researchers and
practitioners attempt to apply those strategic frame-
works to particular crime problems, a wide variety
of criminological findings and concepts are avail-
able to inform their thinking. These include crimi-
nal careers,10 repeat victimization,11 deterrence
theory,12 place and hot spot analysis,13 gang re-
search,14 routine activity theory,15 and situational
crime prevention.16 So although there is something
new about the new collaborations, they remain a
branch, or perhaps still a twig, on a fine old tree.

Basis in problem solving
Of all this, it appears that the basic idea of problem
solving is most responsible for the new possibilities
emerging for research and researchers. Practitioners
are increasingly open to the idea of designing and
implementing innovative, situation-specific, and
knowledge-driven interventions to crime, fear, and
public safety problems. With this openness

These are interesting times in criminal justice. Not
long ago, I heard a U.S. Attorney discussing her
intent to address a major crime problem in a large
city in her jurisdiction. She explained the problem,
why she was so concerned about it, and why it was
important to the life of this city to do something
about it. When asked what kind of help she needed,
her answer was, “Data. We need the data, and we
need a researcher to tell us what they mean.”

This is a remarkable response: not more police
officers or more prosecutors or tougher judges or
stricter legislation or more prison space, but a
researcher. It is more remarkable because others
have said the same thing. There is a growing sense
among practitioners (many of whom not long ago
doubted that researchers were good for anything)
that social scientists can play quite important roles.
In cities across the country, teams of practitioners
and researchers are working together to understand,
prescribe solutions to, and evaluate interventions
for serious public safety problems. The researchers
in these collaborations work in close, day-to-day,
problem-solving relationships with the practitioner
partners. The demand for these collaborations will
increase because there is a belief that these kinds
of collaborations have helped deliver some signal
successes, in such places as New York and Boston.
Jurisdictions across the country want their own
partnerships and their own victories. We will see
how genuine their promise really is, and we will
continue to sort out just how genuine the victories
are. But the demand for the partnerships, at least, is
real.

It is these new collaborations, and the role re-
searchers might play in them, that this presentation
addresses. Whatever form these collaborations
may take, they exist because of, and remain firmly
rooted in, the existing social science research tradi-
tion. The willingness of practitioners to engage in
these problem-solving exercises is due in part to
decades of research going back to the Kansas City
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has come a fresh receptivity to researching these
problems and to the operational implications of
such research. If research and theory can in fact
shed light on these problems, the new atmosphere
of knowledge-driven interagency collaborations
holds the prospect that very innovative, and some-
times very complex, interventions can be designed.
Two years ago, at this conference, David Weisburd
observed that social science had, for some time,
been investing enormous amounts of time and en-
ergy rigorously evaluating interventions that ini-
tially were not very promising. Thus, one of the
implications of the new collaborations is that they
can bring researchers into the design of interven-
tions as fully as they have been traditionally
involved in the evaluation of interventions. Larry
Sherman correctly pointed out in his work on
mandatory arrest for domestic violence that this
approach was worth examining because it was
something police could, and hopefully would, do.17

The range of strategies that police, prosecutors,
probation officers, judges, and community groups
are willing to use, and the sophistication of these
strategies, is growing by leaps and bounds. With
that comes the possibility of implementing far
more original and intricate interventions and, again,
a growing role for researchers in making the intel-
lectual investments necessary to shape those
interventions.

The new collaborations are, for the most part,
simply problem-solving partnerships: groups of
practitioners and researchers convened to “unpack”
particular problems; craft solutions to them; and
implement, adapt, and evaluate those solutions.
This description raises more questions than it an-
swers: What, exactly, is a problem? Who should sit
at the table in such partnerships? How should the
analytic unpacking proceed? How are solutions to
be found and framed? What evaluation techniques
are appropriate and in what contexts and circum-
stances? And what is it that researchers can and
cannot, and should and should not, do in such
partnerships?

It is clear that researchers can be extremely helpful
in these exercises. Both quantitative and qualitative
research can be of enormous practical value when
applied to questions of central policy and opera-
tional importance. There are two secrets that lie
behind this good news. One is the very small

investment practitioners have generally made in
understanding the problems that are their responsi-
bility. This has often been noted, and is one of the
planks on which problem solving is built. The
other, less-noted (but equally shocking) secret is
the lack of investment academics themselves have
made. Academics typically are responsible not for
problems but for inquiries of various kinds. It is
still remarkable that 15 years into the crack cocaine
epidemic we do not have a single thorough analysis
of, for example, the structure and functioning of
crack markets on a national, city, or neighborhood
basis.18 It is equally remarkable, 40 years after
the late Marvin Wolfgang’s pioneering Patterns in
Criminal Homicide,19 how few have followed his
lead and performed city studies on issues such as
sexual assault, domestic violence, or child abuse.20

Over and over again, when consulting the literature
to address particular problems, one realizes that the
most basic questions about these problems have
not been answered in a way that is very useful for
informing policy and shaping practice.

Understanding the problem,
applying theory
The resulting vacuum is a real impediment to
progress. It is a vacuum that often is easily and
quickly filled, and at a relatively modest cost. The
payoff can be considerable. For example, Mark
Moore has commented that the methods used in
the Boston Gun Project (a problem-solving project
focused on serious youth violence) were no more
complicated than long division. But in an environ-
ment in which there had been no real understanding
across agencies about what was causing the city’s
youth violence—and with the candidate explana-
tions ranging from drugs to rap music to welfare—
it was important to sort out that the violence was a
problem concentrated among chronic offenders act-
ing out gang conflict. Likewise, in an examination
of illicit gun markets, the conventional wisdom was
that guns were from out of State and/or stolen. It
was important to discover that many guns came
from within Massachusetts and/or had been traf-
ficked. The core research took approximately 6
months and was central to the intervention that
emerged.21 These two examples demonstrate a key
point about the new collaborations: Researchers
with a strong sense of what is important to know in
a particular problem-solving exercise often will be
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able to make valuable contributions in relatively
short order.

Researchers also will be able to make real contribu-
tions by applying existing academic theory and
analytic frameworks to thinking about both prob-
lems and interventions. Because researchers have
not been in the business of designing interventions,
much of what they know as a matter of course has
not been employed in doing so. Thus, there is an
enormous amount of off-the-shelf work available
for immediate application. For example, an attempt
to disrupt street drug markets might benefit consid-
erably from thinking about them in terms of the
economic factors of production,22 what enhances
and prevents market failure, how information
moves along peer networks, and the displacement
effects observed in crackdowns on drug hot spots.23

The Operation Ceasefire intervention in Boston
was shaped by research in the areas of fear as a
driver of youth gun acquisition,24 gang cohesion
and the effects of gang enforcement,25 deterrence,26

announcement effects,27 homicide and concentra-
tion of offending,28 and network theory.29 Such re-
search and theory (and not just from criminology)
is an enormous resource in this new context of
customized responses to particular problems.

Tapping practitioners’ knowledge
This is not a one-way street. Researchers have just
as much to gain as practitioners in these partner-
ships. Practitioners, particularly those on the front
line, can be invaluable sources of information and
insight. These close working relationships between
researchers and practitioners are fertile ground
for generating hypotheses and new directions for
research. Egon Bittner observed that, in effect,
nobody knows a city as well as a good beat offic-
er.30 The same is true of good probation officers,
social service workers, line prosecutors, and others
whose day-to-day work brings them into close
contact with substantive problems. During the first
meeting with front-line practitioners involved in the
Boston Gun Project, they told the researchers that
youth homicide in the city was driven by a small
core of chronic, gang-involved offenders who
mostly hurt one another. This was not at all what
most people in Boston or most students of youth
violence thought. None of the Boston practitioners
had read Marvin Wolfgang; rather, they lived

Marvin Wolfgang, and they knew what they were
talking about. Our subsequent research both refined
and amended this view, adding specificity and
depth and pointing out some important ways in
which it was sometimes inadequate. The guidance
offered by the Boston practitioners set the direction
for much of our research agenda and for the project
as a whole.

I want to make a special plea for a powerful ap-
proach that deserves wider application: structured
qualitative research using practitioners. I often say,
“Practitioners know things, and we should pay
attention,” and because that is interpreted in various
ways, I want to be clear about what I mean. When
I ask a front-line police officer what is causing
street violence and hear the response “a total lack
of self-respect,” I take that as an opinion, just as I
would “drug markets,” or “family breakdown.” But
when a research team presents a list of 100 homi-
cides to a carefully selected group of practitioners
(with supporting information about victims, offend-
ers, locations, and weapons) and systematically
debriefs them one incident at a time about what
they know (about the individuals, the incidents,
the gang or other group affiliations of the partici-
pants, the tensions between the groups, and the
reasons for those tensions), what emerges can be
as grounded—or better grounded—than the prod-
ucts of more traditional research methods. This
approach is not without biases and limitations,
but it can be very useful and has the advantage
of being relatively quick and inexpensive.31 The ap-
proach can be particularly useful for collaborations
in the early stages of addressing a new problem or
trying to sort out how a problem is presenting itself
in a particular jurisdiction. Ed McGarrell, for ex-
ample, has made good use of these techniques in
examining the growing homicide problem in
Indianapolis.

Practitioners also can be invaluable sources of
leads for actual interventions. The hardest part of
these collaborations, and indeed of any problem-
solving exercise, is trying to figure out what to do
about a problem. Researching a problem is child’s
play compared to sorting out how to take action
against it. However, every agency is a repository
of institutional memory about successes and fail-
ures and informed opinion about what worked and
why (or what did not work and why). Most of this
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information never makes it to paper, much less out-
side the agency; much of it is not even regarded as
knowledge by agency personnel. Yet, some of it
is enormously important. Once again, the Boston
Ceasefire intervention is an example. The
campaign was inspired by a type of operation
the Boston Police Department’s gang unit occa-
sionally mounted against outbreaks of gang
violence. While they focused interagency enforce-
ment and prevention resources on the gangs in
question, it was made clear to gang members that
the pressure was a response to the violence and
that a cessation of violence would reduce the pres-
sure. This combination of a focus on violence, a
broad use of interagency capacities, and continuing
direct communication between the authorities and
offenders is at the core of Ceasefire. The research-
ers and the large interagency group organized to
respond used these ideas in ways more elaborate
and far reaching than the gang officers had ever
envisioned. But without the example of their past
practice, it is quite possible no one involved
would have thought to follow Ceasefire’s path.32

Researchers’ roles
We are leaving familiar academic territory. These
new collaborations do, indeed, stretch us. Beyond
their roles as researchers and analysts, academics
can play helpful process roles as convenors,
identifiers of existing (or nascent) best practices,
and outsiders who can help shed light on matters
practitioners may be unwilling to address or unable
to notice. They also can, as previously noted, be-
come the architects, in addition to being students,
of actual interventions. Regardless of our skills
and talents in these realms, these are the roles the
practitioners who want these collaborations want
us to take.

First and foremost, we, as researchers, have to
acknowledge that we are trained to do none of this.
We are not trained to convene and manage prob-
lem-solving or any other types of groups. We are
not trained in the odd combination of diplomacy,
ethnography, administration, and facilitation that is
necessary to help such groups work well. There is
no training, no literature, and very little shared wis-
dom about the process of total immersion in agency
culture (itself a kind of ethnography) that it takes to
identify and understand what a particular group of

partners might be willing and able to do, and to
find the best practices that might hold clues to
larger and more effective operations.

As researchers, we are not trained in policy analy-
sis and design; that is, what to do about crime,
fear, and other public safety problems. More than
anything else, practitioners are looking for our help
in telling them what they should do. But research-
ers are not in the “what to do” business. We are in
the “what happened,” “what is true,” and “did this
work” business. Clear leads for policy in the con-
text of effective interventions rarely, if ever, come
directly from understanding what happened or
from the most robust descriptive research. Nor is
the highest quality evaluation research the same
as a clean-slate examination of what, from an infi-
nite range of options, should be the response to a
particular problem in a particular city building
from a particular combination of partners, assets,
and constraints. Those few who are trained in
policy analysis and design are trained in a tradition
that is somewhat removed from the messy, near-
term, localized, and customized framework that
seems to be the norm in the new collaborations.

It is a credit to the strength of the backgrounds
both researchers and practitioners bring to these
collaborations, and to the basic good sense of the
collaborative framework itself, that these exercises
seem worth undertaking despite the problems.
But researchers and those who support the develop-
ment of research would be well advised to face
the facts and frame an agenda for addressing them.
Practitioners, in like manner, need to understand
what researchers can and cannot do. It appears that
practitioners hold two views about researchers.
One is that they are good for nothing; they invade,
steal data, and say nothing useful, taking years to
do it. The other is that they are magicians; if they
are made welcome, given data, and left alone, they
will magically cut through the most intractable
problems. I hope the former is not true. I am quite
sure the latter is not. Nor is it true that researchers
will invariably be able to function as management
consultants, effective convenors of group pro-
cesses, effective administrators, designers of
information systems, or any of the myriad other
roles that seem to spring up in the course of these
collaborations. Whether engaged in these collabo-
rations or as observers of the process, researchers
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of partners. As collaborators, they owe their peers
a certain degree of discretion. As academics and
evaluators, they owe outsiders a certain degree of
objectivity and transparency. Currently, we have no
shared understanding of how to handle these con-
flicts. However, it would be worthwhile to begin
addressing them.

Deciding what to evaluate
A second set of evaluation issues questions what
exactly ought to be evaluated. The key concern is
impact. None of this work is meaningful unless it
delivers on its crime-control promise. Beyond that,
researchers ought to address at least the core
elements of the broader problem-solving process.
The kind of collaborations under discussion are
supposed to progress by identifying a particular
problem, convening a group to address it, gathering
information and generating a meaningful assess-
ment of the problem, crafting an intervention that
is different from business as usual, implementing
that intervention (and perhaps modifying it), and
finally evaluating it for impact. Each of these ele-
ments would be worth addressing individually in
both process and impact terms: How did the col-
laboration in question address this step? Did it
do so successfully? If researchers are to evaluate
problem-solving processes in these ways, appropri-
ate standards need to be developed: What is the test
for a successful convening process? What does or
does not constitute a meaningful assessment?

Deciding on method
The third set of issues raises questions about what
types of impact evaluation are most appropriate for
the different problem-solving processes. For many
of the problem descriptions and interventions under
discussion, classic random assignment designs
simply will not be possible. Boston’s Operation
Ceasefire is one such intervention. The collabo-
ration’s assessment concluded that the proper point
of intervention was with the self-sustaining cycle
of gang violence, which was posited as both a
product and driver of gang conflicts in the city.
Although there were many gangs, and even more
chronic offenders, there was only one underlying
dynamic. Because it was the dynamic that needed
addressing, it was impossible to create effective
control groups. In other settings, such strong

need to think systematically about how to frame
roles within the partnerships and how to tender
technical assistance and other forms of facilitation.

Evaluation issues
Finally, no discussion would be complete without
attention to evaluation issues. I see three sets of
such issues. One set stems directly from these new
collaborations and is concerned with the problems
posed for researchers as a result of personal partici-
pation and special access in their evaluation efforts.
The first and most obvious issue is bias in self-
evaluation. This is real—but less meaningful than
many fear. None of us is immune to wanting our
own efforts to be fruitful. At the same time, there
are clear standards for thinking about impact and
the attribution of impact, and with a large commu-
nity of researchers who will point out any errors in
this regard.

When findings are negative
More significant are the problems faced by re-
searchers who have to say that projects and inter-
ventions did not work well or at all. This may
cause disruption of the collaboration and of others
that follow. Preparatory conversations between
researchers and practitioners will help minimize
these disruptions, but some degree of difficulty is
inevitable. It appears this is part of the necessary
process of creating, in Herman Goldstein’s deli-
cately nuanced phrase, “the norm of truth telling”
in policing and other criminal justice agencies.

Another special access issue, and one that may be
more problematic, is that researchers often will
end up knowing more than either they or their
partners are comfortable with about the practices
within, and relationships among, collaborating
agencies. It is one thing to look at an intervention
from the outside and say flatly that it was not fully
implemented and therefore did not work. It is an-
other thing to look at it from a privileged inside
position and say that the intervention was not
implemented because a particular manager was
incompetent or because relations between the agen-
cies were so poisoned that they could not work
together. Researchers in these collaborations learn
an enormous amount of what would otherwise be
unavailable information about the actual workings
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experimental designs will be theoretically, but not
actually, possible, given the legitimate needs of
various practitioner partners, or the challenges of
implementing complicated interventions. If such
interventions are not to be dismissed simply on
methodological grounds, researchers need a con-
versation about what methods are appropriate and
what they will and will not tell us.

Beyond that, researchers need to think about
the basic evaluation enterprise in an environment
where highly customized and site-specific inter-
ventions are the norm. The strongest evaluation
methodologies are designed to supply answers for
well-defined interventions (based on the underlying
and correct norm that before they are adopted we
should be sure about them). But many of the newer
products of problem-solving processes are not, in
fact, well defined in this way. Even jurisdictions
that take inspiration from interventions that have
worked elsewhere will modify and adapt them to
their own circumstances. If this is becoming the
new norm, then we need to address evaluation
methodologies that fit it: for instance, by being able
to say with some authority that something is or is
not worth trying elsewhere and by identifying the
basic elements that are key to particular strategies.

A worthwhile investment
In closing, there are clashes of cultures to be
bridged, pitfalls to be avoided or survived, stan-
dards and methods to be worked out. All this is
well worth doing. These collaborations promise
new knowledge and insights for researchers, new
and powerful ways of doing business for practition-
ers, and progress on the crucial agenda of crime
control for all. They are also, I will say on a per-
sonal note, incredibly good fun. I wish us all good
luck.
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The Changing Role of the Researcher
in Working With Communities
J. Phillip Thompson, Ph.D., Columbia University

To begin the discussion of the changing role of the
researcher in working with communities, I will
begin with a working definition of “community.”
A community, as defined here, is a place with
its own set of rules and a capacity for self-
organization. These two criteria could be assigned
to any structure; I have added the word “place.” A
community is a place with a structure. Having said
this, it is obvious that communities overlap. We are
part of a world community, a nation-state commu-
nity, and an urban community; we seek to under-
stand inner-city communities embedded in urban
communities. An inner-city community typically
includes thousands of residents, plus dozens of
public agencies: transportation systems, school
systems, policing systems, public housing systems,
and social services of various types; businesses,
criminal justice systems, religious institutions, and
media (external and internal); and a proliferation
of groups, social circles, and individuals with vary-
ing connections to people and institutions outside
the communities. Communities are places with
complicated structures.

Communities are more than complicated, that is,
involving many different components. They are
complex, meaning that they embody intricate and
constantly changing nonlinear interactions and
recursive feedback loops that prohibit comprehen-
sive study at any one time.1 In fact, communities
possess the characteristics of complex systems
generally.2 Following is a brief discussion of nine
such characteristics that researchers need to keep
in mind when working with communities:

1. Communities include many people—too many
to study individually in any depth. The size of the
community also limits the impact of one individual
on the community as a whole.

2. Individuals in a community interact with one
another in a rich way, both physically and discur-
sively. This is not meant to suggest that everyone in

a community talks to everyone else, but that dense
interactions take place within the community.

3. Interactions in communities are short range.
Little is known about how people in inner cities
obtain information.3 This is a major deficit in un-
derstanding communities. It is assumed that most
information comes from immediate friends, family,
and neighbors. This does not mean that the effects
of interactions are not widespread: A murder, for
example, can have widespread effects in a commu-
nity; however, the effect of a murder on a commu-
nity depends a great deal on the nature of the
surrounding interactions in the community.
Depending on factors such as press coverage, the
nature of community leadership, community his-
tory, police-community relations, and the relation
of the community to surrounding communities,
residents could move away from the place of the
interaction (avoidance) or could be galvanized into
action (intervention).

4. Individuals and groups in communities are
intelligent. They monitor the effects and conse-
quences of their actions (on themselves and others)
and their environment and modify their behavior
accordingly. Behavior is not linear, unchanging,
or unresponsive to interventions. Surprising devel-
opments should be expected, precisely because
community residents may often seek to surprise
or confuse.

5. Communities are open systems with fuzzy bor-
ders. They are in constant interaction with an ever-
changing environment. Defining any problem as a
“community” problem risks confusing what may
be adaptive behavior—the self-organizing charac-
teristics or rules (folkways) of communities—with
external pressures that might be more properly
considered causal. Moreover, it is difficult to trace
and predict how external interventions affect
communities.
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6. Communities are constantly changing because
of evolution and because of changing patterns of
competition and cooperation within them.

7. Communities have histories, as do researchers.
Each side typically holds deep prejudices and, not
infrequently, differing instrumental interests and
power dynamics.

8. Knowledge in communities is “distributed.” No
one in a community knows what everyone else in
that community is doing, much less what is meant
by each individual’s actions. A single researcher
cannot know all of that, either. For these reasons,
studying individuals is insufficient to understand-
ing communities. It is necessary to study the struc-
ture of interactions in a community. This is also
why moving beyond the particular frames of any
one discipline is important.

9. Communities differ from each other in their dif-
ferent histories, compositions, and environments.

Points 1, 2, and 9 are assumed to be noncontroversial.
Point 3 may be controversial, but little research on
inner-city networks is available. The following ex-
plains points 4 through 8 and provides examples of
why these characteristics are difficult to understand
and yet important to understand.

Point 4: Individuals and groups in
communities are intelligent. They
monitor the effects and conse-
quences of their actions (on
themselves and others) and their
environment and modify their
behavior accordingly. Behavior is not
linear, unchanging, or unresponsive
to outside interventions.
Arline Geronimus, a social epidemiologist at the
University of Michigan, conducted a comparative
study of teenage childbearing in African-American
inner-city communities. She found that women
were most likely to have borne children as teenag-
ers if they lived in places where they, the children’s
fathers, or members of their extended families were
likely to die or become sick before their children
reached age 18 or where they were likely to be in
poor health before their children reached age 18.

Geronimus argued, “Postponing childbearing
increases the [teen-age mother’s] chance that her
young children compete with ailing elders for her
energies and decreases the chance that their father
will survive through much of their childhood. Her
greatest chance of long-term labor force attachment
will be if her children’s pre-school years coincide
with her years of peak access to social and practical
support provided by relatively healthy kin. Her
best chance of achieving her stated goals is by
becoming a mother at a young age.”4

Geronimus’ empirical findings led her to construct
an alternative rationality for inner-city communities
that suggests a high degree of rationality in the be-
havior of inner-city youths. The rationality is based
on conditions that many researchers may not con-
sider. To them, teenage pregnancy is often simply a
form of pathology.

Point 5: Communities are open
systems with fuzzy borders. They
are in constant interaction with an
ever-changing environment.
Communities are subject to multiple interventions
from the outside at any time. Each intervention is
likely to have unintended spillover effects that, if
unaccounted for, can easily misguide analysis. For
example, a New York City housing program for the
homeless provided a Section 8 housing certificate
and a cash bonus of $2,500 per family member to
landlords willing to house homeless families. This
program inadvertently created an incentive for
landlords to evict working poor families unable
to pay as much rent as homeless families.5 A re-
searcher who is not careful, who does not pay at-
tention to context, may conclude that the behavior
of homeless families is driving the working poor
out of certain buildings and communities.

Historian Alice O’Conner emphasizes the role of
external policies in creating the contemporary
African-American ghetto, criticizing notions
that “the contemporary ghetto is beset by a self-
perpetuating cultural pathology bred by the ex-
treme concentration of an unassimilated, socially
isolated lower or under-class.” Such analyses tend
to minimize the effects of “organized violence,
zoning regulations, racial covenants, mortgage
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lending practices, and block-busting.”6 Such analy-
ses also give too little weight to:

[A] whole series of race-conscious
decisions about urban development and
infrastructure building over the years,
whether seen in public housing, urban
“renewal,” public transportation, high-
way and road-building and, in most
major cities, the construction of stadi-
ums, urban shopping malls, and other
major “public” spaces. . . . [Public
policy,] ranging from health care and
education to sanitation and recreational
facilities [also] . . . reinforced the
“undesirable” designation of minority
neighborhoods and symbolized the rela-
tive absence of minority political clout.
. . . But nowhere has the racial differen-
tiation of city services been more visible
and explosive than in local law enforce-
ment, reflected in ongoing struggles
over hiring and promotion practices, in
the absence or inadequacy of police pro-
tection in many minority neighborhoods,
or, especially, in the long history of se-
lectively brutalizing police practices in
minority neighborhoods—practices that
have sparked well-known episodes of
mass rebellion, but that more devastat-
ingly have left a seemingly permanent
legacy of anger and distrust.7

Clearly there have been changes in public policy,
and especially law enforcement, in major American
cities during the past two decades. These changes
undoubtedly have effects in communities that need
to be measured, particularly against the backdrop
described above. Cultural theories of poverty ig-
nore or minimize the effects of larger communities
and structures on inner-city poverty and give too
little weight to the effects of public policy.

Point 6: Communities are constantly
changing because of evolution and
because of changing patterns of
competition and cooperation within
them.
Community dynamics are so complex that it is
often hard to pin down these dynamics conceptu-

ally. Similar difficulties hamper attempts to discuss
class and race, both important concepts used in
reference to communities.

Class. There are a variety of arguments about class
with many nuances.8 Three of the major class argu-
ments can be distinguished in an extremely rough
fashion to make a point. The different approaches
all provide contrasting accounts of the motives for
human action, as discussed below.

For Karl Marx, the primary human motivation is
physical survival. Obtaining food, clothing, and
water is a fundamental necessity for every society.
No other human endeavor can substitute for this
necessity, and all other human endeavors must
build on top of it. Producing the means of survival
is the primary imperative of every society. The pri-
mary relations in society are those people enter into
to ensure production; otherwise, there can be no
society. Throughout most of human history, the
grueling labor of the many has been exploited to
create greater freedom, leisure, and comfort for the
few; this is the source of a class struggle that con-
tinues to evolve. Class analysis starts with a study
of the mode of production. Different systems of
production have their own logics that can be stud-
ied scientifically. Whether an exploiting class or an
exploited class understands its place in the overall
system of production is a separate issue.

Max Weber, more than Marx, focused on how
people understand the world, make sense of their
place in society, and act within it. Weber paid great
attention to how the logic of the capitalist market
emerged from religion and how the market affected
the organization of the state and of business. Weber
also recognized classes produced by the market,
but he saw class more as an objective “situation”
rather than a relationship of exploitation.9 This does
not mean that class situations cannot be seen as re-
lationships of exploitation, but such understandings
are contestable and far from transparent. Moreover,
people’s motivations for action are complex and
not entirely rational. Weber used the term “status
groups” to distinguish people’s socially recognized
and self-conscious understandings of their place in
the world from their class situations. He suggested
that people act out of four motives: (a) to achieve
some rational end (formal rationality); (b) to realize
their values (substantive rationality, which from a
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formal standpoint may still be irrational); (c) from
emotion, love, or hate; or (d) out of habit.10 Hu-
mans act out of a combination of motives, never
just for one reason.

Functionalists write from the perspective of a
society in which the logic of the market has been
extended throughout society (which is therefore
differentiated, bureaucratized, and complex) and
in which the key issues revolve around maintaining
social cohesiveness. “Class,” when used at all,
refers to power conflicts in localized settings where
roles are being defined and contested.11 In this
view, class also is an identity that is not particularly
salient until an economic crisis looms. Generally,
because people play many roles in complex societ-
ies, conflict in one arena tends to give way to coop-
eration in another. The prospect of overarching
class struggle in the Marxist sense is remote.

These various meanings of class often are inter-
changed in interpreting modern society. All three
class arguments are important for understanding
contemporary society, and their boundaries are not
always distinct. Dynamics within communities, as
with society, are complex and changing. Trying to
capture these dynamics in a single paradigm re-
quires an extremely narrow framing of the issues.
This is commonly reflected in a fuzzy usage of
concepts such as class, which is tolerated precisely
because of the difficulties—if not futility—of
defining such a fluid target.

Race. Because much criminal justice research fo-
cuses on African-American communities, it is also
useful to discuss the complexities and ambiguities
of “race.”

Perhaps the most influential view of racism is that
it is an attitudinal legacy of the premodern political
economy—the South before 1965. In this view, rac-
ism will disappear with the passing of generations,
with education, and with growing economic inter-
actions between African-Americans and whites.
The liberal position on race holds that racial divi-
sions are perpetuated by inadvertent, unintentional,
or historically accidental effects of political-
economic processes and by informational barriers
and cultural isolation between groups remaining
from previous eras.

A pluralist perspective on race, in its strongest
form, can be identified with sociopsychological
perspectives. Pluralists hold that African-
Americans and whites are strongly competitive
groups who are threatened by each other and who
socialize their young into different life-worlds that
are defined around racial identities and relative
group position. An important component of the plu-
ralist theory is that individual reason and rationality
are not particularly individual; they are strongly
affected (if not bounded) by the racial group. From
this point of view, greater resource equality may
not relieve racial tension but could increase racial
competition and conflict.

From an institutional perspective, racial difference
and biases have been embedded in American insti-
tutions over centuries and are, in large part, norma-
tive. The point has often been made that despite
America’s self-image as an open and free country,
it is a highly ideological “liberal” society. This
means that Americans tend to view individual out-
comes in life as a result of individual decisions and
effort. Making institutional changes sufficient to
ameliorate racial inequality, however, may require
fundamental change in institutions that Americans
believe are virtuous (if not infallible). The liberal
view contradicts centuries of African-American
experience in racial discrimination and therefore
is often considered as irrational by African-
Americans. From the perspective of African-
American history, views derived from the perspec-
tive of white historical experiences masquerade as
universal wisdom applicable to all Americans. The
generalization of white experiences has a blinding
effect on whites as a group. This view of racism is
more insidious than a conscious intention of whites
to harm blacks; rather, it is the view that supporting
dominant institutional practices and values do not
already do harm.

To complicate racial matters even more, there is a
substantial critique of race among scholars. Many
African-American feminists argue that discourse
about class led by white men, discussions about
race led by black men, and discourse on gender
led by white women have all excluded the concerns
and issues of black women. African-American
women are simultaneously affected by class, race,
and gender discrimination in their interactions, and
these interactions are not part of the discourse in
social science or the law.
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Again, the word “race” stands for a complex set
of issues and interactions that are rarely sorted out.
No single paradigm captures all of the issues and
interactions necessary to understand race in the
community context.

Point 7: Communities have histories,
as do researchers. Each side typically
holds deep prejudices and, not
infrequently, differing instrumental
interests and power dynamics.
This point is crucial but difficult to discuss. At one
level the concern is simply to understand enough
about community, racial groups, or family histories
to provide a better context for the analysis of
behavior. For example, a political scientist who
studies public opinion discovered a “paradox” in
African-American public opinion. It appears that
middle-class African-Americans, despite earning
more money than their working-class and poor
African-American counterparts, are more cynical
about the American dream. One author calls this
“succeeding more and enjoying it less.”12 However,
sociologists who studied not just African-American
income but African-American wealth (which re-
quires greater attention to historical issues) made
some relevant points, noting that members of the
black middle class on average have less than one-
twelfth the wealth of those of the white middle
class (as measured by income): They have less
money to send their children to college, start their
own businesses, purchase homes in neighborhoods
with quality schools, and so forth.13 They may not
have achieved the American dream, despite their
middle-class expectations, and they may therefore
be angry. Moreover, the sociologists point out that
African-Americans tend to have extended families
and that their elders are far less likely to have pen-
sions and substantial Social Security income than
whites. The African-American middle-class person
at middle age in the 1980s and 1990s—the most
successful generation of African-Americans—is
also confronted with the immediate effects of
history in the form of family dependents. History
is not dead, and it plays an important part in the
attitudes and behavior of people in communities.

Additional insight into this issue comes from the
field of public health. A social epidemiologist
studying hypertension and related diseases among

African-Americans first studied “normal” risk fac-
tors such as obesity, smoking, and drinking.14 The
researcher then asked what led to smoking, drink-
ing, and obesity and discovered that his subjects
lived under a great deal of economic stress. Further
investigating whether cultural factors have led
some African-Americans to cope with stress better
than others, the researcher found that African-
Americans who believe in the American dream—
that anyone, including blacks, can “make it” in
America if they work hard enough—are much
more prone to hypertension, heart attack, and kid-
ney failure than are African-Americans who believe
that America is a racist society that does not reward
their work. The conclusion, literally, is that, if you
are black, believing in the American dream is bad
for your health. The point is that there may be
value in certain historically formed perspectives
among people in communities that are counter-
intuitive yet extremely useful for community
residents. Researchers should be attuned to that
possibility.

Issues on which researchers and inner-city
African-American community residents are likely
to encounter value conflicts are easily imagined.
One is the notion that researchers and evaluators,
government agencies, and nonprofit organizations
and foundations are attempting to help communi-
ties rather than trying to exploit or supervise
(dominate) them. Before rejecting such a critique,
researchers should study African-American history.
There are many examples, mostly before the civil
rights movement, of Government agencies using
unknowing African-Americans as subjects in ex-
periments, such as the Tuskegee Syphilis Study, in
which adequate treatment for syphilis was withheld
from a group of poor African-Americans (and
which resulted in a Presidential apology to the
survivors). These stories are part of the folklore in
black communities. Researchers also should con-
sider that they are getting paid to work in commu-
nities where many people need jobs. The image
of a paid researcher from outside the community
walking around the area and “using” it for his or
her job is enough to anger some people, who rail,
“Why can’t we get jobs like that? Why didn’t we
have opportunities to go to good schools?” Re-
searchers also should consider the context of foun-
dation work. Wealthy corporations and individuals
are subsidized (through taxes) to create foundations
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that spend a great deal of effort intervening in dis-
advantaged communities to pursue their own pri-
vate notions of what communities need. In short,
the practice of research and evaluation is not
value-neutral and affects communities even before
the first question is asked.

Programs that are being evaluated may have been
developed on the basis of many naive assumptions
about communities that render it difficult for resi-
dents to participate meaningfully or seriously in
the program itself or the evaluation. Carol Weiss
vividly demonstrated this when she elaborated on
the assumptions embedded in job-training pro-
grams that are based on the theory that “youths do
not get jobs because they lack the proper attitudes
and habits for the world of work and they lack
skills in a craft.”15 Designing a job-training pro-
gram on the basis of this theory leads to program
designs that include “micro-steps” that are in turn
based on important assumptions. Weiss provided a
list of these micro-assumptions:

● Training for attractive occupations is (or can be)
provided in accessible locations.

● Information about its availability will reach the
target audience.

● When young people hear of the program’s
availability, they will sign up for it.

● Participants will attend regularly.

● Where necessary, stipends (and perhaps child
care) will be available to young people while
they are in training.

● Trainers will offer quality training, and they will
help young people to learn marketable skills.

● Trainers will provide helpful and supportive
counsel.

● Young people will learn the lessons being taught
about work habits and work skills.

● Young people will internalize the values and
absorb the knowledge.

● Having attained the knowledge and skills, young
people will seek jobs.

● Jobs with adequate pay will be available in areas
in which training is provided.

● Employers will hire young people to fill the
jobs.

● Young people will perform well.

● Employers will be supportive.

● Young people will remain on the job, and
they will become regular workers with good
earnings.16

Weiss’ example brings to the surface many poten-
tial problems in a realistic community context and
suggests that one of the first things a researcher or
program designer should do is elaborate a theory of
what the program is supposed to achieve and then
describe in detail the assumptions embedded in
each micro-step. The researcher should understand
where his or her assumptions are wrong and then
elaborate, at least from a formal standpoint, on the
elements of a “community rationality”—a way to
begin thinking about a particular community based
on the community’s conditions and history.

Point 8: Knowledge in communities is
“distributed.” No one in a commu-
nity knows what everyone else in that
community is doing, much less what
is meant by each individual’s actions.
A single researcher cannot know all
of that, either. For these reasons,
studying individuals is insufficient to
understanding communities. It is
necessary to study the structure of
interactions in a community.
This longstanding issue deserves revisiting. Com-
munities—like society, human anatomy, and the
ecology—are highly complex. The aspects of
community that are chosen to be studied—our
“frame”—is culturally determined. This does not
mean that researchers are all simply relativists; this
was pointed out by Weber long ago.17 Within a
given frame, patterns and trajectories can be per-
ceived, and this is what a good deal of empirical
science does. However, to understand causes—why
this trajectory and not another—counterfactuals
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must be constructed. Without this event or this par-
ticular variable acting in a certain way, the trajec-
tory would likely be significantly different. More
accurately, such a statement is limited to statistical
probabilities: The trajectory has a higher or lower
probability of being different. It should be ac-
knowledged that there is a good deal of variation
that is not understood. This is an important qualifi-
cation, made especially necessary by the admitted
cultural biases of scientific inquiries.

It follows from the above discussion that singular
narratives such as Marx’s unidirectional economic
class analysis or Freudian unidirectional psycho-
logical theories are suspect when it comes to com-
plex systems analysis, and that cross-disciplinary
research is a necessity. Distributed knowledge in
the community context means something more than
and different from cross-disciplinary research (i.e.,
knowledge distributed among experts in different
fields). It means that much knowledge about the
community is likely to reside in the community,
and it is unlikely to reside in any one place in the
community. Because communities are complex, it
is extremely difficult to generalize across commu-
nities. Rather than discover universally valid truths
through deductive reasoning, investigators must
spend their time simply getting a handle on com-
munity dynamics. On the one hand, this may
appear to be a status demotion for researchers
interested in making broad authoritative statements.
On the other hand, researchers who make the effort
to understand broad community dynamics have the
advantage of making a good deal more sense.

Lastly, no single person in a community under-
stands all the interactions in a community. In
addition, because the effects of interactions and
interventions in communities have indirect and
unexpected effects, the researcher must search for
knowledge from a broad array of potential sources.

Researchers should understand the social distance
between themselves and the communities they
study. They should form social bonds with the
subjects of their research that allow for useful
discourse and learning from community residents.
They should understand that communities are
complex and that knowledge about communities is
necessarily distributed; they should therefore gather
as much information about communities as they
can. Researchers also should pursue knowledge

from a variety of disciplinary perspectives. Because
communities are changing and because community
residents are intelligent, judgments made about
communities should be revisited frequently.
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Summary of Response by Henry L. Gardner
Managing Partner, Gardner, Underwood and Bacon

Many communities have talked about collaborat-
ing—gathering representatives of the police depart-
ment, the school district, and neighborhood groups
to talk about community problems. The communi-
ties of Oakland, Berkeley, and Richmond, Califor-
nia, tried a noble experiment—a true collaboration
bringing together 21 cities, 19 school districts, and
2 counties—when the occurrence of 15 to 20 homi-
cides in one weekend in Oakland, Berkeley, and
Richmond sparked the realization among commu-
nity members that “we can do more working
together than we can do separately.”

Trying to get communities as diverse as these three
to collaborate—and then adding to that mix com-
munities such as Fremont, Hayward, and Union
City—was itself a challenge. Despite already fierce
competition among local elected officials, State
legislators and congressional representatives were

also added to the collaborative mix. Yet all of this
cooperation was needed to make things happen.

Professional practitioners—although experts in
their fields—do not always realize how much
knowledge they lack or how much research can
help them define problems, develop strategies for
dealing with them, and avoid repeating mistakes
made by others. It can be frustrating to work with
communities that are suspicious of their city man-
agers, superintendents, the police department, and
university researchers. Add to that the suspicion
that the people who are studying their communities
and telling residents what should be done do not
understand the community or its issues. There is a
lot of work to be done to convince communities
that research has real value, that it can help in
designing programs that work.

Summary of Response by Margaret Hamburg
Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services

Meaningful and enduring solutions to complex
and challenging societal problems will be achieved
only if a collaborative, multidisciplinary, and multi-
faceted approach is used. The tuberculosis (TB)
epidemic in New York City is a case in point.

From the late 1970s through the 1980s, the num-
ber of TB cases was steadily increasing, and there
was a dramatic increase in the incidence of drug-
resistant TB. Although public health officials
recognized the danger of this growing trend,
policymakers were unwilling to invest in TB con-
trol. While the New York numbers were increasing,
resources to combat TB were declining because
national statistics showed an overall decline in
tuberculosis. However, in communities such as
Central Harlem and Bedford Stuyvesant, it was
clear we had a serious epidemic. We had a crisis,
but public health practitioners working in their
communities were unable to impress upon

policymakers and the public the importance of
this concern. It required the New York City tabloid
press—in particular, the New York Post, with
headlines such as “Killer Tuberculosis on the
Subway”—to help make the case.

The TB epidemic was not simply a medical
problem: The drugs to treat and cure TB were
available, as were the means to prevent it. With
time and appropriate strategies, almost every case
could be cured. Yet, literally hundreds of people
were falling through the cracks. The challenge was
to establish links to ensure their treatment and their
cure. Our efforts to work with the criminal justice
system as well as with homelessness and housing
issues proved vitally important to our overall TB
control program. In just a few years’ time, health
practitioners cut TB rates by almost 50 percent,
and drug-resistant TB declined by about
85 percent.
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Looking exclusively at overall statistics can distort
the big picture, as witnessed in the early days of the
resurgence of TB by the failure to invest earlier in
reversing the epidemic. When the statistics were
broken down, however, targets for intervention
emerged. Through collaborative approaches—the
marriage of research, policy, and practice—health
care practitioners were able to make a real
difference.

The other lesson learned from the New York TB
epidemic was about complacency. By this I mean
the danger that once you begin to make a differ-
ence, you think the problem is solved. In the desire
to move to the next issue, resources are pulled from
one problem to the other, and an ongoing crisis is
created that requires continued cleanup. As the TB
case illustrates, it often is necessary to invest far
more dollars and use up many more human re-
sources than might have been needed had we
invested in a sensible, continued, and committed
course of action.

Research and evaluation need to move forward.
For this to happen, practitioners must try to gener-
ate the best possible data and educate leaders and
the public about why this thing called “data” is the
critical foundation for effective policy and practice
in the social science arena. The effective marriage
of research, policy, and practice is not easy:

It requires the following:

● Learning from practitioners what gaps in
knowledge need to be filled.

● Educating policymakers and the public about the
importance of research and evaluation.

● Investing in the quality research and evaluation
needed.

● Improving strategies for rapidly translating re-
search knowledge and advances into practice in
both the biomedical and the social science fields.

Clearly, achieving these goals will require
training people to have a multidisciplinary focus.
In addition, the people involved in research and
evaluation need to reflect the demographics and
sensibilities of the communities where these
problems exist.

The limits of evaluation need to be recognized,
however. It would be foolish for anyone studying
and evaluating complex social problems and social
interventions to believe that a clear-cut answer will
emerge. Research and evaluation should be geared
toward targeting critical problems, designing the
best possible studies, gaining more knowledge and
information about what works, and creating a
process that builds on that knowledge.
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Replicating Complex Community
Partnerships
Lisbeth B. Schorr, Director, Harvard Project on Effective Interventions

I am thrilled to be able to speak to this audience
about what has been learned in a variety of do-
mains about replicating complex, collaborative
community initiatives. Not because I know all the
answers, but because I think that finding the an-
swers to the replication conundrum also has to be
a collaborative process, and I hope the lessons that
come out of other domains shed some light on your
efforts to spread and sustain effective initiatives.

This subject is exciting because so much progress
has been made on the first step, which is to identify
effective interventions. In the crime and justice
domain, quite a number of effective initiatives are
worth spreading and sustaining. Boston’s victory
over gun-related youth violence is the most widely
known of the many community-based successes
that show how dramatic change can be brought
about through thoughtful, systematic, collaborative
action.

The good news is that it can be done. The bad
news, or at least the complicating news, is that if it
is to be done on a scale large enough to matter, it
will not be accomplished overnight. That requires
fundamental departures from tradition on many
levels—in the way we think about how public
agencies should work, about public-private partner-
ships, and about how systems actually go about
the business of funding, regulating, and holding
programs accountable.

My work of the past two decades has been an
effort to take a fresh, hard look at what is and is
not working to change the life trajectories of those
most at risk, beginning at the level of individual
programs, and then at the efforts to spread and
scale up what works.

The clearest message that emerges from analyzing
what is working is that as a result of massive soci-
etal changes during the past few decades, our
helping systems must now find new ways to make

personal connections with the individuals, families,
and neighborhoods they hope to affect. (This was
not as crucial in the period when most of these sys-
tems and institutions were designed.) This message
comes out of the successes in schools and early
childhood programs, in family support and child
protection, and in welfare-to-work and community
building. It is the lesson coming out of community
policing, Weed and Seed initiatives, community
courts demonstration projects, and communitywide
collaborations among police, parole and probation
officers, and faith-based and other neighborhood
organizations.

Critical attributes of effective
interventions
By and large, the interventions that change lives for
children and families in high-risk circumstances
share the following attributes:

● They are comprehensive, flexible, and
responsive.

● They see children in the context of families, and
families in the context of communities.

● They have a preventive, long-term orientation,
knowing that many negative outcomes, such as
teenage pregnancy, school failure, and juvenile
violence have deep roots, and are unlikely to
respond to quick-fix, contemporaneous
interventions.

● They are managed and staffed by people who
believe in what they are doing.

● They operate with intensity and perseverance to
achieve a clear, coherent mission.

● They recognize the limits of a single strategy
and of intervention in a single domain, and link
up with other social change efforts, be they
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school or service reforms, community building,
or efforts to improve housing, public safety,
or job readiness or to expand economic
opportunity.

● They encourage staff to build strong relation-
ships based on mutual trust and respect, often
going well beyond the boundaries of their job
descriptions.

These critical attributes of effective interventions
seem to be key to understanding why so many good
programs are difficult to spread and sustain, espe-
cially in the public sector, and what it is that causes
these programs to be so easily undermined and de-
stroyed beyond the pilot or demonstration stage.

President Clinton has called the challenge of sus-
taining and spreading what works “our enduring
problem in American public life.” The day before
his first inauguration in 1993, he noted that his
number one disappointment as Governor of Arkan-
sas had been that it was so hard to “take something
that works to the next level, and figure out a way to
make the exception the rule.”

The people who operate successful programs find
it a constant struggle to swim upstream to run
them. Some time ago, I was in Charlotte, North
Carolina, giving a talk on the attributes of effective
programs. I subsequently received a letter from the
head of a local neighborhood health center, who
wrote that the attributes I described reflected ex-
actly what occurs at her health center every day,
and that those attributes were the exact opposite of
the policies and practices they were told to adopt
by the hospital under whose auspices the center
operates.

Challenges to scaling up and
spreading what works
Typically, the people who run successful programs
say they have to be willing to break or bend the
rules to get the job done. They can bend the rules,
they can do it by stealth, while they are running pi-
lot programs that remain small and operate at the
margins. Yet when they attempt to scale up, they
are immediately confronted by rules, regulations,
and mindsets that end up destroying or diluting the
very attributes that made the original model
successful.

Even with documented program success, what
works turns out, too often, to be a round peg that
cannot fit into the square hole provided by most
large systems and institutions. The following con-
tradictions are at the heart of the mystery of why
it is so hard to scale up and spread what works:

● If relationships are a critical ingredient of effec-
tiveness but the system does not allow staff to
spend the time it takes to create and cultivate
those relationships.

● If keeping children safe is the agency’s purpose,
but the auditor only counts whether the forms
are filled out and the required documentation
was filed on time.

● If front-line discretion is a critical ingredient of
effectiveness but the regulators or evaluators
require that the home visitor follow a prescribed
protocol to teach parenting skills even if she
finds that the family has just been evicted or the
abusive boyfriend has returned.

● If local variation is another critical ingredient of
effectiveness but the evaluators insist that, unless
a standardized intervention is replicated in all
sites, they cannot evaluate impact.

● If objectives cannot be achieved without the
active involvement of more than a single system
but the money flows in such a way that it cannot
be pooled, and the reporting requirements de-
signed to keep everyone’s contribution identifi-
able threaten to defeat the effort.

If these contradictions are apparent, we should
not be surprised if model programs get terrific
results only while they are small and led by wiz-
ards who are willing to break all the rules because
they are some combination of a Mother Teresa,
a Machiavelli, and a certified public accountant.
These contradictions require that we very carefully
examine how the major systems that have been
established to educate and protect our children,
ensure their health, and keep all of us from harm
can be made to work.

With that as the challenge, I set out to discover
examples of people and places that have overcome
the obstacles that have made it difficult to scale up
from success. I determined as well to understand
how these few exceptions were becoming the rule
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by changing major systems and institutions to
make them hospitable to what works. I found a
number of common themes or strategies. Five strat-
egies emerged as the most critical characteristics of
effective scale-up efforts.

1. The successful, system-changing efforts focus
unrelentingly on outcomes, such as how children
and families are managing and whether the neigh-
borhood is safer—not whether a detailed maze of
rules is being followed. They focus on results as a
way of taming bureaucracies. They acknowledge
that we, as a body politic, have been so eager to
eliminate the possibility that public servants will
do anything wrong, that we have tied their hands
at the front lines in ways that have made it virtually
impossible for them to do anything right. The clear
focus on results also drives both funders and pro-
gram people to think more realistically about the
connections between investments and outcomes,
and reduces some of the longstanding confusion
between the means and ends of social interven-
tions. The fact that many individuals and agencies
are participating in new neighborhood coalitions
may be the product of a great deal of effort but
is not necessarily evidence of progress toward
stipulated outcomes.

There is a constant temptation to fall back on pro-
cess measures as evidence of progress. Process
measures become substitutes for outcome measures
because they provide comforting evidence of activ-
ity—they demonstrate that something is happening.
Funders often find it easier to move or remove the
goalposts than to strengthen the players. The typi-
cal forget-about-the-goalposts conversation takes
place a few months into the implementation phase,
when the funder says to the grant recipient: “We
gave you the grant in the hope that you would re-
duce teenage pregnancy and youth violence in this
community, and now you say that was really an
unrealistic expectation? You may be right. But we
do need some hard evidence that our grant is mak-
ing some sort of difference, so let’s get an evaluator
to design a survey that will show how many
youngsters come to your meetings and classes.”

The new outcomes focus exposes the sham of ask-
ing human service providers, educators, and com-
munity organizations to accomplish massive tasks
with wholly inadequate resources and tools, and
forces the question of whether to expect less from

limited investments or to invest more to achieve
promised outcomes.

2. In their efforts to spread a proven model, suc-
cessful programs do not clone; rather they replicate
the essence of a successful intervention while
allowing each new setting to adapt many of its
components to their particular needs and strengths,
and in response to experience. The programs and
institutions that effectively serve depleted neigh-
borhoods are deeply rooted in those neighborhoods
and reflect their particular needs and strengths.

This seems to be one of the most difficult lessons
for policymakers to learn—that most successful
interventions cannot be imposed from without.
There is no simple model that can just be “para-
chuted” in. Rather, successful programs are shaped
locally to respond to the needs of local populations
and to ensure that local communities have a genu-
ine sense of ownership. At the same time, success-
ful replication requires distilling the essence of an
intervention and disseminating what is essential to
the model’s success.

3. Successful scale-up efforts create new kinds of
partnerships between formal agencies and neigh-
borhood groups, between local reformers and out-
side intermediaries, and between the grassroots
people that bring local wisdom and outsiders who
have access to the levers that can change the rules
under which local programs operate.

The Boston youth violence reduction story (see
“Research for Problem Solving and the New
Collaborations,” by David Kennedy, in this Re-
search Forum) not only illustrates that important
changes in outcomes can be brought about by sys-
tematic efforts but also serves as an illustration of
what can be achieved when every element of the
community—ministers, community residents,
academics, police, probation officers, teachers,
and youth workers—work in partnership.

In Los Angeles County, the child welfare agency
has contracts with 21 neighborhood-based net-
works consisting of churches, child care centers,
and family support programs to provide help for
troubled families where they live. They have found
that you cannot strengthen families and protect
children without having a deep connection with the
individuals and agencies that are in touch with
what is going on in their neighborhood.
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The Beacon schools in New York City have placed
services and community activities in 37 schools
that are now open afternoons, evenings, and week-
ends and that are the centers of revitalized com-
munities. This was made possible by providing new
funds to community-based organizations and by
a public-private partnership between the city’s
Department of Youth Services and the Fund for the
City of New York, which provided the sustenance
and guidance needed by innovators and reformers
entering uncharted waters. Such intermediaries
often are found in the background of successful
scale-up efforts offering a brain trust, savvy
advocates, expertise, peer-to-peer support, profes-
sional development and training of key staff,
legitimization, and clout.

In addition to the new horizontal partnerships being
crafted to spread and sustain success, the need for
new vertical alliances is becoming increasingly
apparent. Many of the needed changes cannot be
made by the people who run the local programs.
Systems change cannot be left to program people
acting alone. They do not have access to the levers
that could change how money flows, how funding
streams are put together, how programs are held
accountable, and the rules they must observe.

Systems change must be firmly anchored in pro-
grammatic experience. It is futile for funders, pub-
lic and private, to search for program people who
will work smarter, more innovatively, and more
collaboratively to come up with the money to sus-
tain a program when the demonstration funds run
out. They need powerful allies to convince the
rulemakers to make the changes that can be made
only from the outside.

This is why we need new vertical alliances between
program people who know what needs to be done
and the people who can influence policy because
they have access to the levers of policy change.

4. Many of the newest community initiatives aim to
transform entire neighborhoods, knowing that even
the strongest families cannot achieve their goals for
their children in neighborhoods characterized by
long-term disinvestment and deepening isolation.
These initiatives are based on knowledge that so-
cial disorganization undermines family formation,
family resilience, and family success, and increases
the chances of violence. They are based on the

understanding that you cannot improve outcomes
for large numbers of children without fostering
more family-supportive environments, especially
in the inner city.

Comprehensive community initiatives take a long-
term view of change and recognize that success is
based on employing multiple solutions to multiple
problems. Their own efforts are linked to those of
others, be they efforts to improve the justice system
and increase public safety, improve services and
schools, expand economic opportunities, or
improve housing.

5. The comprehensiveness and complexity of these
efforts highlight the need for new approaches to
learning what works. Over the past 20 years, as
social problems became more intractable and more
complex, interventions that could respond effec-
tively also became increasingly complex and
therefore harder to assess.

The evaluation “industry” has exerted its influence
over social policy through its promise to use scien-
tific methods, such as random assignment of sub-
jects into treatment and control groups, to provide
data on what works. The trouble is that what has
been regarded as scientific, because it is based on
a biomedical model, is poorly positioned to assess
today’s most effective interventions. It is reason-
able to determine the effectiveness of an antibiotic
through controlled clinical trials. It makes no sense
to use that method to determine the effectiveness
of a community-building initiative, with its early
childhood, youth development, family support,
school reform, job training, housing, and public
safety components and its continually evolving
program design.

If interventions that change only one thing at a time
fail because they change only one thing at a time,
then traditional evaluation has excluded from con-
sideration precisely those interventions most likely
to have an impact on individuals, neighborhoods,
institutions, and systems. If interventions that differ
from one site to the next (and even from one day to
the next because they are responding to particular
diverse and changing community desires and
conditions) are deemed “unevaluatable” by tradit-
ional evaluators, we are robbed of the most relevant
and timely lessons about what is most likely to
work.
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The new evaluators
Many efforts are now under way to combine a
variety of evaluation approaches to generate more
usable information and greater understanding of
complex interventions. It is not going to be easy
to break with experimental designs using random
assignment as the only source of reliable knowl-
edge. Swarthmore College economics professor
Robinson G. Hollister, a leading figure in the
evaluation field since the mid-1960s, says that ex-
perimental designs are “like the nectar of the gods:
once you’ve had a taste of the pure stuff it is hard
to settle for the flawed alternatives.”

These flawed alternatives may provide less cer-
tainty about what, exactly, caused the observed
effects, but they do offer a broader range of infor-
mation, possibly more useful in making judgments
about what really matters. The new evaluators
embrace both the old and the new in the belief
that there is knowledge worth having and acting
on even if it is not absolutely certain knowledge.
They do not reject, on grounds of messiness or
complexity, information that can shed light on real-
world efforts that promise to improve outcomes.
The new approaches to the evaluation of complex
interventions:

● Are built on a strong theoretical and conceptual
base linking activities to results.

● Emphasize shared interests rather than
adversarial relationships between evaluators
and program people.

● Employ multiple methods and perspectives.

● Offer both rigor and relevance in the belief that
knowledge is worth having even it if is not
absolutely certain knowledge.

The new, multipronged approaches to evaluation
furnish tools to combat what the late Don Schoen
of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology
described as “epistemological nihilism in public
affairs”—the view that nothing can be known
because the certainty we demand is not attainable.

The thoughtful observer’s informed understanding,
based on a wide array of rigorous data on what
happened and what might have happened under a
different set of circumstances—especially when

combined with understanding of similar interven-
tions and events elsewhere—can ultimately build
a strong and useful knowledge base. Although
offering less certainty about causation, the new
evaluators can bring to the table information that is
not only rich but rigorously obtained and analyzed,
and that can lead to effective action on urgent
social problems.

In our efforts to expand the knowledge base, we
have to welcome new roles for evaluators that al-
low them to demystify the evaluation process and
build on the shared interests between program
people and funders, with whom they collaborate
in problem solving to improve outcomes.

The danger, of course, is that the evaluator who
does not maintain his or her distance from an
initiative will lose his or her objectivity and be-
come a cheerleader for that initiative, regardless
of its merits. This problem begins to recede as an
outcomes orientation becomes the norm. When
accountability is based on achievement of agreed-
upon outcomes, the evaluator will no longer be the
sole arbiter of the extent to which outcomes were
realized. Evaluators will be free to focus more on
how desired outcomes were achieved, as opposed
to whether they were achieved. They can better
position themselves to achieve an accurate and nu-
anced understanding of the nature of interventions
and how they link to the desired outcomes. They
can move toward an explicit posture of helping
practitioners learn from their daily experience,
thereby improving their interventions and practices.
The new evaluator can provide feedback to practi-
tioners for midcourse corrections, enhancing their
capacity to reflect and to conduct on-the-spot
experimentation. They can help practitioners think
more carefully about both theory and practice.

We may want to try out a new image of the evalua-
tor as the cheerleader. The evaluator would become
a declared partisan, not of a particular initiative or
intervention, but of solving the problem, fully
legitimized as an engaged participant in the quest
for better ways to improve outcomes.

The new evaluator does not offer the old evalua-
tor’s certainty about causation. He or she cannot
prove that it was element A or element B that
caused the change. But by understanding how
interventions interacted and are logically related to
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changed outcomes, program and policy people as
well as funders will have a great deal more usable
information than they did before.

The new evaluation approaches have the potential
to move the whole field away from the oversimpli-
fied yes/no, success/failure judgments about what
programs work, toward a richer, more complex
compendium of strategies that are plausible, prom-
ising, or proven. Practitioners, program designers,
and communities will be able to use the lessons
learned from both research and experience to
construct stronger theories and more effective
interventions. This process involves, of course,
a willingness to make judgment calls about the
implications of data that accumulate to point in
promising pathways, but does not lead to conclu-
sions for which certainty can be claimed.

We must recognize the social value not only in
innovation and creating new knowledge, but also
in expanding our understanding by assembling and
analyzing existing knowledge. The alternative is
to remain mired in the categorical thinking and
fragmented interventions and supports that cannot
solve today’s most serious problems.

Let me conclude by suggesting that we know a
great deal more about what works than we have
been acting on. By assembling, celebrating, and
acting on what we now know, we could go far
toward strengthening American families and re-
building neighborhoods so that all Americans can
feel safe in their homes without squandering the
Nation’s riches on building more prisons. By acting
on what we now know, we could ensure that all our
children will grow up with a stake in the American
dream.

Question and Answer Session
Q: How can you have some of these more flexible
approaches to evaluation when it is required that
you state exactly how you are going to do the
evaluation at the time you submit the original
grant proposal?

Schorr: I think one of the reasons it is so hard to
change evaluation methods and traditions is that
there are so many variables that have to change at
once. There is little overlap between what is valued

by the funders and the academics who set the tone
for what is a respectable evaluation and what is
needed by the people who are designing and
improving programs. If the actors in each of these
domains fail to recognize the need for new ap-
proaches, then it is very difficult for one of the
participants in this mix to make a change. So I
think we have to push on many fronts at once for
some of the newer approaches to become
acceptable.

I cochair a group, the Aspen Institute’s Roundtable
on Comprehensive Community Initiatives, that is
concerned with trying to remove some of the
obstacles from community revitalization. One of
the obstacles we have focused on is the difficulty in
measuring community change and in measuring
and documenting what a healthy community looks
like. We are ready to publish some preliminary re-
sults, but it has been a long, hard struggle because
so little work has been done on this. The impor-
tance of community contributions to all the out-
comes we are trying to change is only beginning
to be recognized. I think one of the things we agree
on is that you have to have a “comprehensive”
mindset. You do not have to do everything at once;
however, you must be willing to look without
blinders at what factors may be affecting the out-
comes of what you are trying to change. Unless
you are willing to look outside your professional
domain to see what others can contribute—unless
you are comprehensive in that sense—you are not
going to be successful. That does not mean you
cannot focus, for example, on reducing gun pos-
session among youths in a particular neighborhood
or that that is not a worthwhile thing to do. There is
room for very focused efforts, and I think a number
of successes have been achieved by very focused
efforts.

Comprehensive Community Initiatives, particu-
larly, has found that you cannot do everything at
once. You cannot change someone’s employment
prospects, prepare people for employment, ensure
public safety, and house everyone on day one.
However, you can look at all of those domains and
figure out what you want to focus on and be totally
eclectic about the methods and tools you use to
address that problem.
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Forced Bonding or Community
Collaboration? Partnerships Between
Science and Practice in Research on
Woman Battering*
Jeffrey L. Edleson, Ph.D., and Andrea L. Bible, M.S.W., Minnesota Center Against Violence and Abuse
(MINCAVA), University of Minnesota

Social scientists and practitioners alike are familiar
with the frantic search for letters of support as
grant proposal deadlines approach. From the com-
munity perspective, calls and letters from academi-
cians seeking their agency’s last-minute research
funding that often exceeds their agency budgets
are met with a mixture of anger and fear. They are
angry that they were not included in the design and
development of the research questions or methods
and fearful that the researchers will use tremendous
staff resources to collect data and never be heard
from again. Practitioners in the field of domestic
violence may also fear that the published results of
the research will compromise the safety of battered
women and their children. Many social scientists
also resent the expectation that community organi-
zations will be partners in a research endeavor. It is
sometimes viewed as an extra hurdle required by
funders that impose tight deadlines. Such require-
ments are sometimes seen as compromising the
independence of scientific inquiry or researchers’
academic freedom and often are not taken seriously
by the scientific community. These tensions have
led one advocate to reframe collaboration as
“forced bonding.”1

The issues that arise when scientific and practice
communities attempt to collaborate on research and
evaluation projects have been the subject of discus-
sion and publications for more than 50 years. One
of the earliest and most frequently cited publica-
tions is Kurt Lewin’s article describing action

research.2 Models expanding on his ideas have
been proposed in a variety of disciplines over
the intervening decades: participatory research,
participatory action research, collaborative inquiry,
cooperative inquiry, feminist research, and multi-
cultural research.3 These models tend to share
several characteristics that make them unique in
scientific inquiry. For example, they generally
contain an explicit assumption that research is
value based, not value free. They also promote
research that serves social transformation and
avoids harming those studied. Those being studied
are believed to have extensive knowledge that re-
quires their participation in the design, data collec-
tion and analysis, and use of research. Finally, the
role of the researcher is also transformed in these
models from one of detached expert to a partner,
educator, and facilitator who works closely with
those being studied. Similar calls have been heard
for a movement toward a collaborative research
model that serves battered women. A decade ago
Hart outlined strategies for collaboration between
researchers and advocates. Eisikovits and Peled
and Dobash and Dobash have called for greater
use of qualitative methods, which often reflect a
collaborative stance. More recently Gondolf, Yllo,
and Campbell described a collaborative model of
advocacy research in domestic violence.4

In this paper the term “collaborative research” is
used to describe investigative partnerships between
advocates, practitioners, social scientists,
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community activists, and women who have been
battered. These relationships are characterized by
intensive consultation from the beginning to the
end of the research endeavor and include collec-
tively identifying research questions, designing
data collection methods, constructing implementa-
tion strategies, interpreting findings, and writing
and disseminating the results. The collaborative
researcher seeks to share control of the research
process with her or his collaborators.

The first part of this paper identifies potential
challenges to research partnerships that partially
explain the scarcity of these collaborative relation-
ships. Following this, we explore four successful
collaborations between practitioners and research-
ers who examine the impact of adult domestic
violence and the effectiveness of services aimed
at preventing it. We then highlight strategies for
successfully navigating the challenges presented
by collaborative partnerships and conclude by
arguing that such partnerships between science
and the practitioner communities strengthen rather
than weaken the process of scientific inquiry and
program development.

Advocates, practitioners, and researchers involved
in four successful collaborative research and
evaluation projects on woman battering were
interviewed in preparation for writing this paper.5

Participants were asked to describe the nature of
their collaborative relationship and to discuss the
basic guidelines or elements they believed made
these collaborations work (for example, the part-
ners’ behaviors, the project design, and program
elements). Participants were also asked to identify
specific benefits resulting from their collaborations,
as well as the challenges they encountered in col-
laborating and the strategies used to respond to
them.

Challenges to collaborative
research partnerships
Barriers invariably arise when attempts are made
to conduct collaborative research, making such
partnerships relatively rare. A number of authors
and individuals interviewed identified several chal-
lenges, including those related to shared control of
the research process, time and trust, differences
among collaborative partners, and skills of the
researcher.

Shared control of the research
process
Perhaps the most common framework supporting
interventions to prevent woman battering is one
that sees power and control as the central driving
forces behind violent behavior.6 It is not surprising,
therefore, that when researchers approach these
programs with requests to engage in research, there
is an expectation that control over the research
process—from conceptualization to interpretation
and dissemination—will be shared equally among
researchers, practitioners, and, in some cases, the
research subjects themselves.

Researchers may be concerned that this degree
of collaboration will compromise the integrity of
research designs if advocates and others do not
understand the need for the experimental controls
necessary to maintain scientific standards.7 Simi-
larly, some funding agencies have traditionally
viewed close collaborative relationships unfavor-
ably and question researchers’ independence when
they are actively involved with the program being
evaluated. Some funders and researchers believe
that such a close relationship will compromise the
detached objectivity of the scientist by putting
pressure on her or him to alter or even conceal re-
sults, especially when the results show unintended
negative outcomes. In addition, some practitioners
hesitate to collaborate on research projects out of
fear that potentially negative evaluation results will
harm their program’s funding or reputation.8

The situation at funding agencies has begun to
change in recent years as the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention and the National Institute
of Justice (NIJ), among others, have encouraged
collaborative research projects. For example, in
a recent NIJ research solicitation, practitioner-
researcher collaborations in the area of violence
against women were actively encouraged.9

Time and trust
One of the most commonly cited challenges of
collaborative research is the intensive time
commitment required by all involved.10 Negotiating
the research design, implementation procedures,
interpretation, and publication of results is ex-
tremely time consuming in general, especially
when the process is shared among collaborators
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from different disciplines who often have different
values. Further, differences in race, class, sexual
orientation, gender, and professional experience
require more time for building trust in
relationships.11

Time is a tension-filled issue for both researchers
employed in an academic setting and program staff.
Researchers generally have more time than practi-
tioners to devote to a research project because it
is recognized and rewarded as part of their jobs. To
be sure, although they have additional time, many
researchers are expected to produce multiple prod-
ucts from their studies and to publish them as sole
or first authors in academically respected journals.
Practitioners, on the other hand, are seldom offered
rewards for participating in research or publishing
manuscripts and usually fit work on a research
project into their already full days.12

Practitioners and researchers may be distrustful
of each other’s motives. Many domestic violence
program staff have experienced or heard stories of
researchers who came to programs to collect data
and never contacted the program again after the
data were in hand.13 This causes program staff to
feel exploited.14 Practitioners’ concerns about ex-
ploitation may also extend to the women or other
family members studied. Advocates may worry that
interview questions will unnecessarily reactivate
emotional trauma about battering, appear to blame
victims by focusing on women’s behavior, or com-
promise women’s safety.15 Practitioners may also
fear that the research protocol will substantially
alter services, to the detriment of clients.16 Finally,
as stated earlier, researchers may not trust that
practitioners will understand or be helpful in
designing a sufficiently rigorous study.

Differences among collaborative
partners
Practitioners and researchers bring different skills,
training, and experience to the collaboration. This
is both a source of strength and a potential point of
conflict. Researchers, advocates, and battered
women may have different views on the relative
value of empirical and experiential knowledge.17

Different perspectives, terminology, methods,
interpretations, and concerns may lead to misun-
derstanding and perpetuate feelings of fear and

mistrust among collaborative partners if they
remain unexplored.18

Further, the differences in race, class, gender, and
sexual orientation mentioned earlier may add to
differences in professional credentials among re-
searchers, practitioners, and battered women and
reinforce power in traditional ways.19 These differ-
ences may fuel mistrust and miscommunication
among collaborative partners if unacknowledged.

Skills of the researcher
The challenges identified above may well destroy
attempts at collaborative research if left unresolved.
Elden; Riger; Short et al.; Uehara et al.;20 and oth-
ers have all argued that truly collaborative research
places many new demands on the researcher. The
collaborative researcher’s role is much different
from that of the detached expert who designs a
project and supervises its implementation by other
research or agency personnel. The interpersonal
skills required to negotiate and maintain collabora-
tive relationships are not commonly taught in
graduate research programs. Many researchers
have excellent command of scientific methods but
fail miserably in their ability to be an effective part
of an interpersonal and interagency network of
relationships.

Four case studies in research
on woman battering
There are challenges in collaborative partnerships,
yet many advocates, practitioners, battered women,
and researchers have overcome them and been in-
volved in highly successful research relationships.
Researchers and practitioners involved with four
successful collaborative research projects were
interviewed, and brief summaries of each collabo-
rative partnership are presented. Drawing from
their experiences and those of other researchers,
the underlying assumptions and research strategies
that appear to promote successful research
collaborations are identified.

The Community Advocacy Project: a
Michigan battered women’s shelter
The Community Advocacy Project (CAP) was a
multiyear study that examined the effectiveness
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of alternative interventions for women leaving
abusive partners.21 The project’s co-principal
investigator was Dr. Cris Sullivan, an associate
professor of ecological psychology at Michigan
State University. Abby Schwartz was the adminis-
trative coordinator of the collaborating shelter.
The study involved a close partnership with the
shelter and actively engaged shelter residents as
collaborating partners in the research design.

Sullivan initiated the collaborative relationship as
a volunteer with the shelter, where she facilitated
support groups and came to know agency staff
and other volunteers. She informed the staff and
volunteers that she was a researcher interested in
designing and evaluating an intervention project
that would examine what women needed after
leaving the shelter to increase their safety. She
received permission from the shelter administration
to speak with shelter residents about her research
plan.

Sullivan’s discussions with battered women led to
the development of a 10-week advocacy program
designed to aid women in identifying and accessing
the necessary resources to increase their safety
after leaving the shelter. The subsequent study ran-
domly assigned battered women to experimental
and control groups, teaming members of the ex-
perimental group with trained paraprofessionals
for the 10-week program.22

The Domestic Abuse Project: a
Minnesota multiservice agency on
domestic violence
The Domestic Abuse Project (DAP) was 4 years
old when Dr. Jeffrey Edleson first volunteered
at the agency. A professor of social work at the
University of Minnesota, Edleson co-led groups for
men who batter and helped organize data collected
for reporting to funding agencies. These data also
were analyzed by several staff at the agency.23

At the same time, Edleson assisted the agency in
documenting its work and analyzing other
datasets.24

With Edleson’s facilitation, DAP’s management
and staff, led by executive director Carol Arthur,
established research priorities based on their per-
sonal and clinical experiences. These priorities

resulted in a decade-long research program that
experimentally examined group treatment pro-
grams for men who batter, surveyed the impact of
coordinated interventions on battered women and
their batterers, and investigated services to children
who witnessed adult domestic violence.25 The cul-
mination was an extensive dissemination effort
through an agency newsletter, DAP Research &
Training Update, sent to approximately 9,000
individuals and organizations, and publication of
several studies.26

The African American Task Force on
Violence Against Women
The collaborative work of the African American
Task Force on Violence Against Women is unique
among the four case studies featured here because
its collaborative research project was undertaken in
support of a larger community initiative. The Task
Force received funding from the Office of Justice
Programs’ Violence Against Women Office to bring
together various community stakeholders in the
Central Harlem community of New York City in
response to violence against women. It comprised
community residents and representatives from
organizations working on behalf of children and
families, job readiness programs, public assistance
programs, Head Start, the Urban League, health
care providers, religious organizations, law en-
forcement, and others. Gail Garfield, director of
the Institute on Violence, Inc., in New York City
managed the Task Force. Dr. Beth Richie, formerly
of Hunter College of the City University of New
York and now a professor in the Departments of
Criminal Justice and Women’s Studies at the
University of Illinois at Chicago, is a senior
research consultant with the Institute.

The goal of the Task Force was to develop a
community-defined plan of action to address the
complex issues of violence against women in
Central Harlem. To accomplish this, a community
involvement model developed by the Institute on
Violence was implemented. As part of this model,
a multiphased needs assessment was conducted that
included a systematic survey of organizations in the
community, gathering of descriptive information
and data from community organizations and gov-
ernmental agencies, and a series of focus group
interviews with community residents and clients of
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community services. To guide the implementation
of the needs assessment, the Task Force established
subcommittees composed of community members.

The focus group subcommittee identified appropri-
ate questions to be asked and which community
populations would participate, assisted Dr. Richie
in facilitating the interviews, helped analyze the
findings, and reported the results to the community
in various forums. Overall, 11 focus group inter-
views were conducted during a 3-month period in
1997. The data from the needs assessment helped
community members develop a plan of action to
respond to violence against women.

Battered women as survivors:
Texas battered women’s shelters
The collaboration regarding battered women in
Texas shelters began when Dr. Edward Gondolf,
a professor of sociology at Indiana University of
Pennsylvania, and Ellen Fisher, then director of a
Texas battered women’s shelter, met at the Third
International Institute on Victimology in 1985.
Fisher approached Gondolf regarding statewide
data the Texas Council on Family Violence and
the Texas Department of Human Services had col-
lected from battered women living in shelters.
Fisher invited Gondolf to analyze intake and exit
interviews of more than 6,000 women who used
the services of 50 shelters during an 18-month
period in 1984 and 1985. Gondolf and Fisher’s
analysis of these data is presented in their study,
Battered Women as Survivors: An Alternative to
Treating Learned Helplessness.27

Best practices in successful
collaborations
A review of the strategies researchers and practition-
ers have outlined as keys to the success of their
collaborative ventures points to a set of underlying
assumptions and best practices. Individually, the
identified assumptions and strategies may look
rather mundane, but taken together they create
a very different experience for both the social
scientist and the practitioner. They are likely to
significantly affect every aspect of the scientific
inquiry, from the way initial problems and ques-
tions are formulated to the way results are pre-
sented and disseminated. Uehara et al. suggest that

research projects become truly collaborative when
strategies such as these become organic to the
entire research endeavor.28

Described below are three basic underlying as-
sumptions that commonly appear in published ac-
counts of collaborative research and were voiced
by the individuals interviewed for this paper. These
assumptions include using woman-centered advo-
cacy as a metaphor for the research process, view-
ing researchers and those studied as equal partners
in the research enterprise, and understanding that
research is value based.

Assumptions in collaborative research
Women-centered advocacy as a metaphor for
the research process. Davies et al. recently de-
fined women-centered advocacy as giving women
“the opportunity to make decisions . . . to guide the
direction and define the advocacy . . . [because] she
is the decision maker, the one who knows best, the
one with power.”29 In both the literature on collabo-
rative research and the interviews, a similar theme
appeared. The successful collaborative researcher
appears to spend a great deal of time being in-
volved with a program or community, shares
decisionmaking power with others in the collabora-
tive partnership, and helps shape battered women’s
and practitioners’ questions into research projects.

For example, a key element that contributed to the
success of the CAP collaboration, according to
interviews with both Sullivan and Schwartz, was
that Sullivan became actively involved in the life
of the shelter and its residents by volunteering as
a support group facilitator and serving on the board
of directors. According to Schwartz, the fact of
Sullivan’s involvement helped build trust because
she was considered one of them. She spent a great
deal of time listening to battered women, shaping a
service response with them, and then evaluating it.

The skills of the collaborative researcher consist
of many of those commonly outlined in the pro-
gram evaluation literature30 and include listening
to the needs of practitioners and battered women,
providing adequate information about the research
project so collaborative partners can make in-
formed decisions about their involvement, and
going forward with what the community partners
want. The researcher also enters into the
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partnerships with an expectation that he or she is
there to learn from women who have been battered,
and views them, program staff and volunteers, and
community members as equal partners.31

Blurring the line between researcher and those
studied. If researchers adopt a woman-centered
or practitioner-centered approach to research, the
traditional line between the researcher and the
client, advocate, or practitioner is often blurred.
As Elden suggests:

In participatory research compared to
other types of research the researcher is
more dependent on those from whom
data come, has less unilateral control
over the research process, and has more
pressure to work from other people’s
definitions of the situation.32

The collaborative researchers interviewed for this
paper and many others have, to varying degrees,
practiced in a way similar to what Elden describes.
They have given up unilateral control over the
research process33 and may be characterized as
“advocate-researchers.”34 They make the questions,
ideas, and strategies of advocates, battered women,
and community members central to the research
study. Further, such researchers are immersed in
the advocacy community and function both as
advocates and researchers, serving in volunteer or
administrative positions, on boards of directors,
or as activists in the larger community.

The active involvement of battered women, advo-
cates, and community members greatly enhances
a research project by bringing knowledge based in
practical and direct experiences, as well as critical
analyses crucial to the project. Their contributions
to research design, implementation, and analysis
are vital. When a project is fully collaborative, all
those involved function as co-researchers.35 Under-
lying the sense of participants as co-researchers is
the notion of reciprocal learning. The researchers,
advocates, and battered women both teach and
learn from each other, with each partner bringing
complementary and necessary skills to the
project.36 When a truly collaborative relationship is
established, everyone’s expertise and contributions
are valued equally.

Fisher and Gondolf report that, although Gondolf
was responsible for analyzing the data, they inter-
preted the analyses together. Fisher would provide
feedback on the written responses, suggesting the
addition of summary charts or other tools to make
the text more helpful to practitioners. Working in
separate States, the two visited each other as often
as possible to devote uninterrupted time to the
analysis. Their mutual commitment of time and
energy to the process suggests that Fisher clearly
functioned as a co-researcher.

A value-based science in service of social
change. Many authors promoting models of col-
laborative research reject the traditional notion that
research is value free, arguing that all researchers
bring a specific set of values to the enterprise.37

These values are viewed as playing a major role
in every stage of the research process, affecting
the selection of a problem and research question,
design of the study, definition and measurement of
variables, and interpretation and dissemination of
results.38 Collaborative research models call on
researchers to make their value orientation explicit
rather than assert they are value free.39

Uehara et al. argue that research objectives should
be linked to community empowerment, social jus-
tice, and social transformation goals.40 Advocacy
research is intended to support the development of
programs and public policies that improve the lives
of battered women and their children.41 As Small
states, “If our research is to be more than an intel-
lectual exercise, we need to seriously consider who
we hope will benefit as well as who may be harmed
by our work.”42

The collaborative research partners we interviewed
spoke of these values. Carol Arthur of DAP be-
lieves that one of the benefits of collaborative
research is “creating a culture where we’re con-
stantly asking if what we’re doing is effective.”43

In response to needs expressed by former clients
in followup interviews, the agency developed an
aftercare program for women and men who had
completed DAP groups. In addition to improving
agency services, DAP’s research supports the
organization’s efforts for social change by provid-
ing it with data on the effectiveness of the criminal
justice system’s response to victims and perpetra-
tors of domestic violence.
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Strategies for successful collaboration
The three key assumptions lead to several concrete
strategies for collaboration. They include providing
equal access to funding; involving battered women
and their advocates in research projects from the
beginning; offering incentives for all parties
involved; making research products useful; and
establishing communication between research
partners to better understand partners’ roles,
allow flexibility in problem solving, and spend
time in each others’ domains and in neutral
settings.

Provide equal access to funding. Community
agencies must be recognized by researchers and
funders as equal partners in collaborative research.
The organization that controls the budget often
wields the greatest power in the relationship. Prac-
titioners and their agencies should be compensated
fairly for their contributions to research.44 Collabo-
rating partners should develop agreements in ad-
vance regarding funding allocations for operations,
indirect costs, and strategies for fundraising.45

Involve survivors and practitioners from the
beginning. Research that actively involves battered
women in the conceptualization process will likely
be enriched.46 Involving battered women and their
advocates in the collaborative research process will
increase the likelihood that the research questions
and the interventions designed to help them are rel-
evant to the lives of battered women. Survivors and
practitioners can identify potential safety risks in
the research design and implementation, create ef-
fective strategies for improving response rates and
minimizing attrition, identify outcome variables,
and validate the interpretation of results.47 Battered
women and their advocates can also identify issues
that are salient to survivors but may not be viewed
initially as scientifically relevant.48

In the Texas collaboration, Gondolf and his col-
leagues conducted initial statistical analyses of the
data and reached tentative conclusions, which shel-
ter staff then tested with women in the shelter. In
one case, this led the collaborators to modify the
severity ranking of different kinds of threats. The
researchers initially ranked threats to children as
moderately low level, while shelter residents as-
serted that threats to children were the number-one
risk.

In the CAP collaboration in Michigan, Sullivan
spent considerable time talking informally with
shelter residents and gathering information to help
develop an experimental advocacy program and
evaluation project. As she recounts, “I think I
would never have designed an effective interven-
tion if I hadn’t listened to the women themselves,
because everything I was reading at that point—the
literature in the journals—would have led me in a
completely different direction.”49 Sullivan’s experi-
ence demonstrates the value of involving battered
women as equal partners in research and investing
significantly more time in consultation with bat-
tered women, advocates, and community members.

Offer incentives to all parties. Collaborative
research on domestic violence should offer tangible
benefits to all participants to help ensure the com-
mitment of community programs and dispel feel-
ings of mistrust or fear of exploitation.50 Examples
of benefits to domestic violence programs include
scientifically sound data to use in grant applica-
tions, evaluation of programs to help improve
services, sharing and interpreting new research
information from journals and conference papers,
donated services and materials, and a greater
understanding of the experiences of battered
women and their children.

Both Fisher in Texas and Arthur in Minnesota
described a vested interest in the analysis of pro-
gram data to demonstrate the need for additional
financial support to funders. In addition, as re-
searchers, Gondolf and Edleson each had a profes-
sional interest in publishing quality research.
Further, all collaborators were motivated by the
desire to learn more about the needs of battered
women. According to Fisher, these incentives
ensured that she remained responsive to requests
from Gondolf.

The CAP collaboration provided several incentives
to the shelter. First, residents assigned to the ex-
perimental group were provided advocacy services
upon leaving the shelter. In addition, advocates
solicited donations for the shelter as part of their
training to become familiar with community
resources. Participants in the research also were
well paid for their time and their expertise. Finally,
Sullivan was able to use the positive research find-
ings to help the shelter write a grant proposal for
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funding an advocacy coordinator position. This po-
sition has received additional funding and is now
an integral part of the program.

Make research products useful. Small argues that
research products must be available to and useful
for research partners to truly fulfill the mission of
collaborative research.51 The African American
Task Force on Violence Against Women used its
research findings to support the development of
community-generated strategies for responding
to violence against women in Central Harlem.
According to Gail Garfield, the Task Force collabo-
ration also began to “lay a foundation for the
community, however defined, to begin to take
ownership of the issue.”52

DAP disseminated the research findings in multiple
formats to make the information more useful.
Study results were used to shape the redesign of
agency programs and were integrated into training
manuals to assist other programs in implementing
and refining services. The findings also were
distributed widely in newsletters, press releases,
community presentations, and a variety of lengthier
publications as well as books. Funders, policy-
makers, and other practitioners have appreciated
DAP’s willingness to subject itself to evaluation
and disseminate the findings, even when the results
do not coincide with the agency’s current program.

Establish ongoing communication. Effective and
culturally relevant communication is possibly the
most essential and complex element of successful
collaborations. Effective communication begins
with all parties exploring their objectives, assump-
tions, roles, limits, and concerns. The participants
in the 1996 conference in Detroit, Michigan, on
Creating Collaborations developed a helpful list
of questions to guide dialogue among those consid-
ering collaboration.53 Honest dialogue from the
onset lays the foundation for establishing trust and
alleviating fear.

As the research process evolves, collaborators must
continue to build into it regular opportunities to
discuss the process and express concerns. Turnover
in personnel at nonprofit agencies is often frequent
enough that even the clearest communication must
be repeated many times to ensure that all collabora-
tors continue to be adequately informed. Regular
and repeated communication also will help ensure

that interventions and data collection methods are
implemented as intended.54 Schwartz, a staff mem-
ber of the shelter that collaborated with Sullivan,
cited ongoing communication as one essential
element that contributed to the success of the col-
laboration, as did Arthur, who collaborated with
Edleson.

The content of ongoing communication will de-
pend on the particular setting in which a research
project is conducted. The collaborators interviewed
for this paper raised a number of communication
issues, including role responsibilities, approaches
to problem solving, and spending time together in
each others’ domains and in neutral settings. These
are discussed below.

Be purposeful about roles in the research process.
Several of the successful collaborators cited the
benefit of clarifying the roles and responsibilities
of each partner before engaging in research.55

These collaborators identified the need to resolve
decisionmaking strategies, lines of authority, au-
thorship and publication, and timelines for task
completion.56 Collaborators also must decide
whose interpretation of the data will prevail when
researchers, advocates, or battered women dis-
agree.57 Gondolf and Fisher explained that in their
collaborative project, agreeing upon an efficient
division of labor, establishing practical steps and
check-in points, clearly identifying goals, and set-
ting a timeline were all factors that helped them
complete the tasks in their collaboration.

In other cases, however, collaborations may benefit
from allowing roles and responsibilities to overlap
and develop organically. Richie noted that roles
remaining undefined constituted a key element in
the success of the Harlem initiative. Because
Richie and Garfield were perceived as members of
the community and not as outside researchers, the
boundaries between researcher and community
were blurred. This facilitated feelings of trust
among collaborators. In either case it was helpful
to be purposeful about the clarity or lack of clarity
in collaborative roles.

Be flexible in problem solving. Regardless of
whether or not collaborators find it useful to agree
about roles and responsibilities, they must be will-
ing to address conflicts together and renegotiate
agreements as necessary. Fisher, Sullivan, and
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Schwartz all described the tendency for outside re-
searchers to label program staff uncooperative and
cited this as an indication that the researchers were
not willing to work with program staff to solve
problems.

Schwartz recounted CAP’s experience with one re-
search team that wanted to conduct surveys among
shelter residents using a questionnaire written in
the vocabulary of college graduates. When shelter
staff explained that the language was not appropri-
ate for shelter residents, the researchers were not
receptive to their feedback and did not change the
questionnaire. Further, the research team would not
pay women for the considerable time it would take
to fill out the survey. When shelter staff cautioned
the researchers that they were unlikely to obtain a
high enough response rate, the researchers acted
as if the shelter staff were not being cooperative.
As Schwartz recalls:

It was like they thought, “If you were re-
ally helpful, you’d talk them [shelter resi-
dents] into it.” But it wouldn’t help us; it
could in fact hinder us in doing our work,
because women might be put off by it,
and we have to spend a lot of time build-
ing trust, so there was no give-and-take.58

The shelter’s experience demonstrates not only the
necessity of assuming an attitude of joint problem
solving but also the benefits of recognizing the
expertise of program staff.

Spend time together in each others’ settings and
in neutral settings. Advocates and researchers
often work in very different environments. Some
collaborators find that exposure to the other’s
workplace can increase understanding of the de-
mands placed on each other’s time and attention.
Researchers may consider attending regularly
scheduled staff meetings of community agencies
to present and receive reports about the research
project or obtain feedback from staff.59 Using time
in this way may be more efficient than scheduling
additional meetings to discuss the research.60

Collaborators may want to schedule some meetings
at the research team’s offices so that community
partners can become familiar with researchers’
environments as well.

Conversely, advocates and researchers often find it
is helpful to schedule time away from their respec-
tive offices to devote their undivided attention to
the research project. This could be called “the
kitchen table factor,” as several collaborators iden-
tified the kitchen table as the location where the
best work was accomplished. Fisher, in particular,
stressed that practitioners benefit by taking time
away from the office to work on required tasks
without the distractions of competing demands.

How is science enhanced
through collaboration with
practice?
Throughout this paper it has been argued that col-
laboration on research is beneficial. Although there
is no guarantee that collaboration will generate the
benefits described, we believe that more meaning-
ful and useful research is generated by adhering
to the assumptions and strategies outlined here.
A number of benefits accruing from research in a
partnership of scientists and practitioners have been
identified in the literature and through our inter-
views. They include improvements in research
questions, enhancements in research implementa-
tion, gains from complementary talents, increased
legitimacy and utilization, more accountability to
battered women and their advocates, and links to a
larger social movement.

Improvements in research questions
One of the most significant benefits of collaborat-
ing in domestic violence research is that the inquiry
is often made far more relevant to the lives of bat-
tered women. Numerous researchers have testified
that working with battered women and their advo-
cates led to the formulation of research questions
that researchers would not have created on their
own—questions grounded in the experiences of
battered women. Gondolf asserts that “Without
Ellen’s [Fisher] involvement . . . I probably would
have asked the wrong questions, because there are
a lot of cases where, when you have all of this in-
formation in a database, you can start asking crazy
questions.”61
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Adopting research questions generated from
battered women and their advocates also sets a
precedent of valuing the expertise that these col-
laborators bring to a research project, and this helps
balance other possible power differentials. Further,
collaboration is likely to generate multiple outcome
measures that accurately reflect the complexity of
battered women’s lives.62 Richie recounted how
community members helped her view violence
against African-American women in relation to
larger issues facing the community, stating:

It was very hard to stay on domestic
violence in the narrowest sense. So
while I was tempted scientifically to
bring the group back, I didn’t because
I think it would have skewed what
people were comfortable saying, and
would’ve made them focus on some-
thing that wasn’t a discrete concept to
them.63

Enhancements in research
implementation
Research projects designed collaboratively, particu-
larly those that include battered women, often
find that data collection methods are improved.
Collaborative projects are more likely to obtain
information in ways that do not compromise the
safety or confidentiality of participants by paying
attention to the timing, format, and location of
interviews and surveys.64 Battered women, their
advocates, and community members can help de-
velop survey instruments using language that is
appropriate and inclusive of its audience.65

Collaborative projects may also lead to the creation
of more effective strategies for retaining subjects
in longitudinal studies by consulting with battered
women on what incentives and contact methods are
likely to work. The CAP staff interviewed women
in the control and experimental groups every
6 months for 2 years. On the basis of feedback
from women living at the shelter, Sullivan and
others on the research team designed a three-phase
retention protocol that payed women progressively
larger amounts of money for their participation
over time and, through their social networks, con-
tacted women who had moved. This strategy en-
abled the study to maintain a 97-percent retention
rate at the 24-month followup interviews.66

Gains from complementary talents
When professionals with different training and
experience collectively direct their energies toward
the same outcome, the process is often synergistic.
Battered women and their advocates are experts in
interpreting responses to abuse. They are therefore
valuable interpreters and validators of research re-
sults. They also may be more aware of the effects
of culture and ethnicity on those responses and
can provide valuable insights on how to modify
research instruments for various populations.67 Re-
searchers are trained in scientific methods and data
analysis and can help link the real-life experiences
of battered women to the theoretical research on
violence against women.

When researchers, practitioners, and battered
women apply their complementary talents in
tandem, their collective efforts often can reach
underserved populations in more effective ways
than if they had worked independently. The diverse
talents of the African American Task Force on
Violence Against Women ensured that the data col-
lected in, and the community intervention strate-
gies developed from, its initiative were relevant to
and inclusive of the Central Harlem community in
which it was based.

Increased legitimacy and utilization
Entering into a collaborative relationship with
practitioners and their associated programs often
provides increased legitimacy for researchers. As-
sociations with domestic violence programs often
afford researchers access to data that they would
not otherwise have. After agreeing to collaborate,
Fisher and Gondolf met with the Texas Department
of Human Services to secure access to its data.
Gondolf recalled that the shelter’s involvement in
the project was a major source of legitimacy; with-
out that involvement, he would have been less
likely to have received access to the data.

Practitioners also may benefit from the credibility
that researchers contribute to a project through
careful attention to the scientific rigor of the re-
search design, data collection, and interpretation.
Fisher, Gondolf, Sullivan, and Arthur all identified
the benefit of using scientifically sound data that
express clients’ needs, demonstrate the effective-
ness of an intervention, or support the assertions of
battered women and their advocates.
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More accountability to battered
women and their advocates
Truly collaborative research that involves battered
women and their advocates in the design, imple-
mentation, and interpretation of research increases
the accountability of the research to them. It is also
more likely to enhance their ongoing efforts to
effect social change to end violence against
women.68 When collaborators share power in the
research process, it may reflect a commitment to
social change. The results of research are more
likely to be trusted and used by advocates and
other practitioners to make battered women safer
and hold perpetrators accountable.

Researchers who are active in advocacy or the
larger community find an added incentive to ensure
that the research will make a difference in the lives
of battered women and other community members.
As Richie reports, “I was a part of the community,
not an outsider. And I didn’t want to feel that I
couldn’t go back to a community meeting and have
people say, ‘Whatever happened to that project that
you did?’ I didn’t want to be faced with that.”69

Links to a larger social movement
Practitioners may find that collaborating on a
research project can lead to increased exposure to
the national battered women’s movement and can
expand advocates’ understanding of issues concern-
ing battered women and their children. Fisher
described working with Gondolf as a “life-trans-
forming experience” that broadened her thinking
and analysis beyond the local or State level to a
national analysis of how to make a difference in
the lives of battered women.

Researchers also may benefit from connection
to the larger movement to end violence against
women as a result of collaborating with battered
women and their advocates. Gondolf asserted that
his collaboration with Fisher grounded him in the
relevant political issues and pointed him toward
research that affected public policy issues. Further,
the dialogue with Fisher and others matured his
understanding of the field because real-life issues
were involved.

Conclusion—toward a new
research culture
We have attempted to describe elements of a
collaborative research model that is grounded in
the experiences of researchers, practitioners, and
battered women. Many research partnerships and
program evaluations use elements of this model,
but given the challenges outlined, it is rare that
most or all of these elements are applied in a single
project. Interestingly, there are few studies of col-
laborative research models themselves.

Taken together, the assumptions and strategies of
collaborative partnerships create a research envi-
ronment with a culture very different from that of
more traditional research projects. Research con-
ducted collaboratively has the potential to trans-
form both the researcher and community partners
because control of the research process is shared.
Researchers may learn to shape studies around
questions important to those in the field, reaping
great benefits from the input of practitioners and
battered women who have direct experience. Prac-
titioners may increasingly value the opportunity to
find answers to their specific questions, becoming
more motivated to use research findings to shape
practice and to participate in future studies. Col-
laborative research partnerships offer a potential
path for helping to create more useful research
and improved services for battered women, their
families, and their communities.
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Summary of Response by Howard Black
Detective, Domestic Violence Unit, Colorado Springs Police Department

Each year, the police in Colorado Springs,
Colorado, respond to 15,000 to 20,000 domestic
violence calls and make about 5,000 arrests in a
metropolitan area of approximately 500,000
people. To shoulder the caseload, the city created
DVERT, the Domestic Violence Enhanced Re-
sponse Team. Because we are trying to take a
“seamless systems” approach to domestic violence,
DVERT includes 21 people from different disci-
plines working under the same roof. Among them
are detectives, police officers, prosecutors, case-
workers who deal with children, and advocates
who deal with domestic violence victims. One of
our 22 partners, the University of Colorado, lends
a new discipline—11 research projects—to the
collaboration.

DVERT currently is developing nine in-house re-
search projects and inviting representatives from
other universities and research fields to join the
collaboration. While it is a challenge, pooling
resources has made a big difference in how we
deal with the victims of domestic violence.

My first experience with research was in the mid-
to late-1980s in Colorado Springs with the Spousal
Assault Replication Project (SARP), which repli-
cated the Minneapolis project. I served as law
enforcement liaison and had very little input in the
project’s design. Obtaining buy-in from law en-
forcement officers was difficult because they did
not understand the project or its terminology. Dis-
cussions about randomization, for example, which
was more than a voice coming from the communi-
cations center assigning a particular call and mo-
dality, confused officers. As a result, an overall lack
of sample cases temporarily stopped the project in
midstream. During the interim, approximately 500
police officers were trained in the project’s goals.
When the project resumed, officer understanding

was greater, and 1,666 cases were brought into the
sample. The training revealed errors we had made,
both as an agency and as designers of research.

DVERT recently received more than $1 million for
its next funding cycle, and the police department is
evaluating its collaboration efforts, specifically in
the area of program development. Current pro-
grams incorporate information from all disciplines,
and researchers work out of law enforcement and
prosecutors’ offices. We have set up databases to
help everyone involved handle domestic violence
cases.

Open project development meetings invite staff
involvement. Further, each individual staff member
is assigned to one research project as a liaison to
the principal investigator to share information and
outcomes.

National Institute of Justice research funds are be-
ing used to establish a database on stalking and to
evaluate local Level 1 cases, which represent the
most dangerous perpetrators in the metropolitan
area (the Colorado Springs Police Department cov-
ers some smaller cities and unincorporated areas).
The department attributes low Level 1 recidivism
rates to perpetrator confinement, which sends a
strong deterrent message—one that is echoed
throughout the system.

Additional arrests have been made in the area of
civil orders as well, including violations of restrain-
ing orders. Most recently, the department has been
holding perpetrators accountable through DNN or
civil actions on children. In such cases, judges have
ordered, for example, that the perpetrator may have
no contact with his children or wife. Since those
violators are charged criminally, more arrests are
being made in previously unresearched areas.
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Summary of Response by Alana Bowman
Supervising Deputy City Attorney, Domestic Violence Prevention Unit, Los Angeles City
Attorney’s Office

Among prosecutors, research reliability depends
on collaboration because it proves to them that
investigators were familiar with both the subject
matter studied and prosecutors’ everyday chal-
lenges. Without practitioner input, research often
lacks essential information.

The Los Angeles City Attorney’s Office has had
two previous research project experiences. The first
dates to the Law Enforcement Administration Act
grants of the 1970s, and the second stemmed from
a 1985 Bureau of Justice Assistance grant. Each
experience was something of a “drop in,” in that,
after we received funding, a researcher dropped in
to see what was happening and then disappeared.
Although interesting and nerve-racking, little
seemed to come of the experiences. Currently,
however, from the moment we receive a grant, we
in the city attorney’s office work with researchers
to develop the project.

In my more than 25 years of working on the issue
of domestic violence—including 13 years as a
prosecutor and in conducting my own informal re-
search—I have frequently asked prosecutors if they
use published research studies. I usually receive
one of two answers: Either they say, “If it meets
our criteria, then we definitely use it,” or “We use
the research if we think it is reliable and relevant.”
The underlying message is that prosecutors do not
trust research studies. They look at them, critique
them, and then put them aside.

To change that, I offer these thoughts for making
studies trustworthy. First, consider the reality of
prosecutors’ offices. Understand their everyday
problems and goals, as well as the politics in their
office—for example, who is elected and where is
that person in the election cycle? What is the level
of the prosecutor you are dealing with, and what
political power can he or she bring? Realize that
statistics can lie and that prosecutors can hide their
win-loss records.

Second, clearly explain the methodology used.
What is the number of cases in the study? Is the
sample large enough? Were only “yes” or “no”
offered as forced choices in the instrument? Is the
percentage reported based on a significantly large
study group? In one study the total studied was less
than 50 people; the difference between one group
and the other was three people. That doesn’t mean
very much to presenters, but it didn’t matter to us if
you have a final sample size of 50, when you begin
with a study of about 400 people, but at the end of
the longitudinal study, you only have 50 people
with a difference in results of 26 people with one
result and 24 people with another result. This par-
ticular piece of information, that at the end only 50
were studied, was contained in the last 2 pages of a
40-page report. When information of that nature is
revealed, it is difficult to trust the next two or three
reports that come across our desks.

Third, specifically define who or what is being
studied. For example, is domestic violence defined
by the State statute, or is it defined by researchers
for the study? If the issue is child abuse, describe
the injuries in question—burns, slaps, broken
bones, and so forth. Identification of the perpetrator
is also critical information to prosecutors.

Fourth, be open about both the race and social class
of the researchers, as well as of the class of sub-
jects studied. These factors can produce deep, per-
sonal presumptions about the group studied, and to
ignore them may cause prosecutors to conclude
that the results are unreliable or irrelevant. Along
these same lines, provide context describing the
cooperating agencies. Is there a strong advocacy
community? A strong police presence? Are judges
involved?

Fifth, clearly identify the essential elements of
what worked and what did not. If a procedure
works for one group of crime victims but not
another, state this so that prosecutors are not just
providing “blanket” recommendations that may
not be helpful to all victims. Include the essential
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elements for success, such as the level of the staff
necessary or the need for computer tracking of
cases or victims. Prosecutors need to know
whether to support arrest or not. They want to
know, “Should I do that? Will it work here?”

Research projects are strengthened by the checks
and balances of multiple-agency involvement. For
example, the police department knows how pros-
ecutors could hide statistics in the prosecutor’s
office. Involving the police department would
mean they could explain how to discover informa-
tion the prosecutor might try to conceal.

Jeffrey Edleson’s paper is a good road map for
collaboration. Both researchers and practitioners
would benefit if uniform standards and a research
template were established for all research in
domestic violence prosecutions. This would allow
any prosecutor to identify criteria he or she is using
and then quickly review and evaluate that specific
research.

To improve overall quality, compensate the people
involved in the study for their time. This is one of

the key incentives to keep people involved and to
maintain a reliable end sample size.

Also, respond to feedback. When a practitioner
says something will not work, it usually will not.
I have heard more than once a story about a re-
searcher who tore up a research instrument after
various shelter directors she consulted with said
the instrument was terrible. Practitioners now want
to work with that researcher because she listened
to them. By starting over with the evaluation
instrument, she gained credibility with the field.

Finally, I urge you to conduct research beyond just
“what works,” toward a goal of perpetuating jus-
tice. As a prosecutor, I want to know more than
what makes an efficient prosecuting agency. I want
to know how to stop mangling people in the legal
process and how to work toward a social goal.

The year 2000 strategic challenge, developed by
the National Institute of Justice under Jeremy
Travis, emphasizes this, urging research and
practice toward creating just communities—and
understanding the nexus of crime and the social
context.

Summary of Response by Barbara J. Hart
Legal Director, Legal Office, Battered Women’s Justice Project

When researchers and cooperating agencies con-
sider themselves equal partners in a project, col-
laborative research offers benefits beyond those
of traditional studies, including expanded defini-
tions of methods and outcomes, earlier insight
into findings, and expanded subject pools.

A recent investigation by researchers Daniel Nagin
and Laura Dugan may provide a model for such
work. From the outset, they involved practitioners
in their study of advocacy programs for battered
women and the programs’ effect on domestic homi-
cide rates. They first visited the Women’s Center
and Shelter of Greater Pittsburgh and the Pennsyl-
vania Coalition Against Domestic Violence to
present their ideas and forge a research partnership.
Together, the parties spent a considerable amount
of time identifying the best evaluation techniques.

The Women’s Center analyzed domestic violence
policies and practices in the Nation’s 50 largest
cities over the past 20 years. The Coalition studied
the evolution of civil protection order laws in these
jurisdictions for the same period. Nagin and Dugan
examined data sources on firearms, the status of
women, and the socioeconomic and demographic
profiles of the selected communities. Information
from all sources will combine to address the ques-
tion, “Does advocacy affect the domestic homicide
rates of women?”

This arrangement worked because the researchers
acknowledged that they were not experts on
domestic violence or its laws and practices. They
looked instead to practitioners for this informa-
tion—a situation quite different from typical evalu-
ation tactics. Researchers should approach the
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advocacy community with genuine curiosity and a
willingness to work together. To ensure ongoing
cooperation, they must keep open minds about any
investigation’s design. The advocacy community
is less interested in finding out whether programs
work than in knowing how it can more effectively
engage battered women, effect social change, and
improve individual and systemic outcomes. Well-
designed collaborative studies offer a number of
benefits:

● Collaboration expands the definition of research.
The Philadelphia Women’s Death Review is a
team made up of representatives from the medi-
cal examiner’s office, police and probation de-
partments, legal aid and health care groups, the
prosecutor’s office, shelters, counseling agen-
cies, child protective services, public schools,
and research institutions that each year reviews
all premature deaths of women in the city with
an eye to identifying links to domestic violence.
By investigating the full context of these deaths,
the team hopes to identify precipitating factors
and potential points for intervention and preven-
tion. Few would call this research by the tradi-
tional definition, yet the results have immediate
uses to practitioners.

● Collaboration changes the research process.
The Philadelphia project is jointly sponsored by
the District Attorney’s Office, the Philadelphia
Health Management Corporation, and the medi-
cal examiner’s office. Participants furnish com-
prehensive data about victims on each month’s
list of the prematurely deceased. This includes
individuals’ histories of domestic violence, spe-
cific reasons the victims sought each agency’s
services, agency interventions, victims’ family
contacts, agency service outcomes, and other
relevant information.

● Collaboration periodically provides policy brief-
ings to field professionals, allowing them to
apply emerging findings. One finding was that
many of the Philadelphia women who died pre-
maturely were prostitutes. Evidence revealed
that some were victims of both domestic and
other violence but that they were not well served
by community agencies. Though not surprising,
these findings brought sharpened focus to the
problems faced by women living in abject pov-

erty and made that condition a clear risk marker.
On the basis of this finding, providers began
asking how they could assist women living at
the economic margin. Ideas included providing
information and services to women at needle-
exchange programs and taking legal assistance
and advocacy into the community.

● Collaboration helps researchers understand
practitioners’ work. Although they need not be
experts, researchers need a fundamental under-
standing of practitioner work to evaluate it.
Advocacy, for example, employs practices, phi-
losophies, and goals very different from those of
victim assistance provided by government agen-
cies. Because many criminal justice researchers
lack appreciation of the sharp differences be-
tween case-based assistance offered by victim
assistance specialists and advocacy provided by
domestic violence programs, they may approach
research in these different areas in uninformed
ways. Collaboration fosters informed investiga-
tion and analysis.

● Collaboration may expand the pool of human
subjects as well as individual privacy, therapeu-
tic, and safety interests of victims. Tracking,
contacting, and communicating with batterers
poses risks because many batterers will blame
their partners for research intrusions and may
seek to control their responses by threatening
retaliation. Inappropriate investigation and
analysis—stemming from lack of researcher-
practitioner communication—may result in
intervention strategies that compromise the
safety of battered women.

● Collaboration changes outcome measurement,
as measures of success expand and become more
complex. The work of researchers Ed Gondolf
and Susan Keilitz, collaborating with advocates,
investigated quality-of-life standards for battered
women—not merely batterer recidivism, the ex-
tent of compliance with protection orders, or
safety during legal proceedings. Keilitz’s protec-
tion order study found that, although protection
orders worked in reducing recidivism, women
were significantly less stable financially 6
months after protection orders were entered.
Outcomes need to focus on the autonomy, safety,
well-being, and restoration of battered women
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and their children, as well as to identify whether
batterers meet their financial obligations, give up
involvement in and control over the lives of bat-
tered women, and undertake responsible
parenting.

● Collaboration alters researchers’ ideas about
context. When constructing the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention-funded study of
batterers’ programs, Gondolf and various practi-
tioners sought ways to look beyond batterers’
education and treatment programs to examine
what bearing, if any, context had on outcomes.
Gondolf studied the demographics of each
program’s location, shelter services, and
criminal justice practices because intervention
programs operate within that context. In fact,
without evaluation of context, results will likely
be misleading. Though it is difficult to design
research tools that capture context data, practi-
tioners with context knowledge are better able
to identify whether internal program design or
external system design and practice require
change.

● Collaboration limits research that jeopardizes
victims. Research must not create barriers be-
tween battered women and services and safety.
Recently, researchers at a local university seek-
ing to examine the sexual experiences of bat-
tered women placed significant political pressure
on battered women’s programs. They sought to
impose their investigation on shelter residents
despite advocates’ concerns about the study’s
effect on victims’ willingness to seek services.
Advocates feared the research would shift resi-
dents’ focus from strategic planning—protecting
their children, securing new housing, acquiring
or retaining employment, and obtaining protec-
tion orders—to an examination of their preda-
tors’ sexual practices and their own sexual
histories. They feared that participation might
appear as a quid pro quo agreement for advocacy
services—thus creating a barrier to services and
advocacy. Some programs concluded that sexual
violence research might be a postcrisis project
to be pursued after implementation of safety
strategies.

Summary of Response by Lawrence Hauser
Judge, Bridgeport, Connecticut, Superior Court

Judges who choose not to take advantage of re-
search for fear of compromising their impartiality
should realize that there is a fundamental difference
between educating an independent judiciary and
influencing an independent judiciary.

I am a judge. As such, my presence on this panel
may be suspect to the researcher audience. Yet you
cannot leave the judges behind, despite books such
as Out of Order, which propose that the number
one problem in this country is not too much gov-
ernment, too little government, overzealousness, or
too many lawyers, but rather, judges. Unless judges
buy in and become an informed judiciary, research
may slow to a substantial degree.

I propose that most judges are competent, indepen-
dent, and want to do the right thing. They simply
do not have the research knowledge necessary to
do a better job. Having this information will not
diminish neutrality. Rather, it facilitates sound,
well-reasoned decisions.

Collaboration is not easy. Researchers must be
willing to compromise, examine old beliefs, and
take some chances for partnerships to bear fruit.
We know intuitively that collaboration works.
About 5 years ago, the first intermediate sanctions
team was established in Connecticut, which later
became the basis for 15 to 20 other protocols in the
State. People with different thoughts, beliefs, agen-
das, and “turf” issues developed a set of protocols
and a menu of options.

Also recently, without Federal funding, the greater
Bridgeport area of six communities, its citizens,
health care providers, schools, family and child
service groups, courts, and police, joined to coordi-
nate a community response to domestic violence.
The court subcommittee of that collaborative effort
produced a dedicated domestic violence docket,
which handles 98 percent of all felony and misde-
meanor domestic violence cases in the six-town
area.
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Researcher involvement occurred at different times
in each of the above collaborations. In the interme-
diate sanctions partnership, the researchers did not
join until the end of the project, making it more
difficult to analyze its results and progress. Re-
searchers were part of the domestic violence docket
project from the beginning. They attended meetings
every 2 weeks to exchange ideas and information.

I believe the results of the second collaboration will
be superior to those of previous research projects.

It may not be easy for these relationships to work;
it may well be difficult. The results you will gather,
however, will be worth your efforts if dedicated
partnerships can be worked out between all the
players.
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