
Things can only get better
Tim Hope questions the evidence in evidence-based policy making.

We did not want to enquire too closely when the
Government announced its support for 'evidence-
based' policy-making. After the long years of having

criminological research ignored, under-valued and under-funded
by the Conservatives, we were not inclined to be picky. So, like
drifting mariners, many of us succumbed to the siren call of the
Home Office for independent evaluation of its Crime Reduction
Programme. I like to think we had some honourable motives: a
desire to support the application of knowledge to social progress,
perhaps? I also like to think we trusted our Government, whose
promises of reform appeared to merit support. Along with some
of my academic colleagues, we have published our various
accounts of our evaluation experiences in a special issue of the
journal Criminal Justice (Volume 4 (3), 2004). For my part, it
was with sadness and regret that I saw our work ill-used and
our faith in government's use of evidence traduced.

Yet, though I have been sorely tempted at times, I do not
want to pin the blame entirely on the mendacity of political
culture, or the self-interests of the various coteries who swarm

foundation of statistical reasoning in 19th century) that could be
turned to advantage by the trapped administrator.

The best odds for the trapped administrator are where you can
get away with capitalising on chance: for instance, the greater
chance that if the probability of something is already declining
over time it will continue to do so rather than abruptly change
direction; or the phenomenon of 'regression toward the mean'
(RTM) - that if something observed at one time is extreme, it is
more likely the next time to be less rather than more extreme,
and vice versa (Yudkin and Stratton, 1996). This is especially
likely to be so when, truthfully, you have little understanding
of the underlying causes of a problem that makes its trend go
up or down or vary from place to place, and so you are unable
to make an honest prediction of 'what works', especially for
whom, and in what circumstances. The best bet, as Campbell
put it, is to pick "the very worst year, and the very worst social
unit...there is nowhere to go but up, for the average case at
least" (Campbell, 1978, p. 87).

The coincidence between statistical artefact and the promises

The blame lies with an incompatibility between the ideology of
evidence-based policy and the natural inclination of the political
process to want to secure the best outcomes. Given the power of
politics, it is not rocket science to predict what will happen when
evidence gets in the way of good policy.

around politics (Hope, 2004). In many ways, I do not think
either politicians or their advisers could help themselves resist
temptation. Rather, the blame lies with an incompatibility
between the ideology of evidence-based policy and the natural
inclination of the political process to want to secure the best
outcomes. Given the power of politics, it is not rocket science
to predict what will happen when evidence gets in the way
of a good policy. Recently, Tony Bottoms has written that
'methodology matters' (Bottoms, 2005). It matters because
methodology, complicated and tedious though it might appear,
is the only way in which science can rescue, defend and indeed
empower evidence within the political claim-making about
'what works'. And methodology ought to matter, as it does to
scientists, because it is the only way in which the validity of
the evidence itself can be held to public account.

Writing more than thirty-five years ago, at the crest of
another wave of evidence-based policy-making, the eminent
American social scientist Donald T. Campbell (1969) wrote
a famous paper justifying the application of rigorous research
methodology to the evaluation of policy. His chief justification
was to protect the public interest against what he called 'trapped
administrators' - politicians in power who become trapped by
their own rhetoric and promises into claiming success for their
policies in advance of the evidence. Trapped politicians are
well disposed to pretend that policies work even in the face
of evidence to the contrary. But Campbell was also aware of
certain statistical artefacts (which have been apparent since the

of the trapped administrator is unfortunate: even if you don't
understand (or even care) what causes a crime rate to vary, let
alone understand RTM and other statistical obscurities, as a
politician you are more likely to be tempted to select the evidence
that appears to support your belief than that which contradicts
it. And if you are at pains to protect simple, honest folk from
the black arts of research methodology - after all, practitioners
don't want to be confused by the ifs and buts of research, they
want to get on with job, don't they? - then, conveniently, neither
they nor anybody else is going to be able to contradict your own
desire to present evidence in the best possible light. Indeed, you
may even dupe yourself.

Various evaluation research methodologies have emerged
over the years to overcome or discount effects due merely to
statistical artefact, including experimentation and regression-
based statistical analysis. Yet the risks of erroneous inference due
to selective and artefactual bias inherent in seemingly simpler
research analyses continue to be ignored (see Hope, 2002). By
way of illustration, take the results of two local projects from
my research consortium's own evaluation of part of the Home
Office Reducing Burglary Initiative - Phase 1, contained in
Table 1 (for further information see: Hope, 2004; Hope et al.,
2004).
Recorded burglary offences almost halved during the course of
Project A3, while they increased by 14 per cent in the Project
C7 area (column A). We employed a regression-based, time-
series statistical method to estimate the proportion of change
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Table 1
Impact of two local burglary prevention projects on burglary (percentage change) (see Hope,
2004)

Project A3

Project C7

A
Change in
the target

area

-47

14

B
Change due
to project

(modelled)

-37

39

C
Change due

to 'other
things'
(A-B)

-10

-25

D
Change in
the rest of
the BCU

-25

5

in burglary, over and above the general trend in
each area, that could be attributed to the impact of
the project itself. The same method produced very
different estimates: for Project A3, we estimated that,
if the only thing affecting the trend in burglary in
each area had been the projects themselves, Project
A3 would have reduced burglary by around a third,
while Project C7, left to its own devices, would have
actually increased burglary by two-fifths (column B).
As it happened, other (non-project) influences on
burglary in each of the areas served, presumably, to
moderate the projects' effects: rather embarrassingly,
the efforts of Project C7 appear to have off-set an
otherwise generally favourable burglary reduction
trend (column C).

Even though our method suggested that two of
the other projects we studied could have produced
even greater reductions, the Home Office selected
from our case-studies only project A3 to write-up for
practical benefit (Home Office, 2004a). Presumably,
this was because the area-wide reduction was greater
here than elsewhere (Hope, 2004, Table 1). Even
so, the Home Office write-up has a rather different
narrative from our own submitted site-report,
the former conforming to an officially-endorsed
descriptive framework known as the Five-I's
(for more of our own details see Hope, 2005).
Publicly, the Home Office has never commented on
Project C7, which clearly remains something of an
embarrassment. Not only does it seem that an official
project could have let burglary increase but, at the
outset, a Home Office consultant had described the
project as 'straight-forward' in conception. Of all
our projects, this one was focused most specifically
on the target-hardening of individual dwellings to
reduce repeat victimisation (ibid) - an officially-
endorsed burglary prevention strategy, carried out by
a police service that had gained a national reputation
for this kind of crime reduction work.

Instead, the Home Office published its own,
pre-emptive analysis of the impact of the projects
(Kodz, et al., 2004; Kodz and Pease, 2003). This
used a 'simpler' method to estimate impact, merely
comparing the rate of change in the project target
area with that occurring in the remainder of the police
Basic Command Unit (BCU) in which the project

was located, and combining together results of all
the projects studied by each of the three evaluation
consortia. Through various manipulations of the data,
the Home Office method does what it can to capitalise
on chance, producing much more favourable findings
overall (Hope, 2004). But for individual projects, the
method produces considerable distortion. Ironically,
this method under-estimates the likely positive impact
on burglary of Project A3 (Table 1); and although
for Project C7 we now are presented with smaller
numbers, these cannot disguise the three-times greater
increase in the target area (column A) than in the rest
of the BCU (column D).

Lest it be thought that such practices are
confined to the management of a particular political
programme, let's take a look at the current Home
Office Public Service Agreements. Number One on
the list is to "reduce crime by 15% and further in
high crime areas, by 2007-08" (HM Treasury, 2004).
Going by what I have just said, this doesn't look like
such a bad bet; not only has crime been going down
steadily but RTM would suggest that we can rely
on getting bigger reductions in the high crime areas
too. Indeed, it is in the top 40 (but why 40?) CDRP
(Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnership) areas in
2003/04 that the Home Office is looking for greater
than average reductions over the period, compared to
the remaining 336 CDRP areas (Home Office, 2004b).
Of course, by the same reasoning, particularly if you
are not actually doing anything effective, the odds are
just as likely of getting less than average reductions
in the lowest crime areas (but let's not talk about
that).

Even so, it might not be as easy as it looks
- chance is fickle after all. Thus, for example, even if
we could show that crime rates this year had reduced
in what were the highest crime areas last year, that
would not necessarily mean that the gap between the
highest and lowest areas this year was any less than it
was last year; after all, RTM suggests it is likely that
other areas may have taken their respective places
this year. Reducing the 'performance gap' actually
means doing something to affect the distribution of
performance as a whole, across all the partnerships,

Continued on page 39
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Continued from page 5

since the catch in RTM is that reductions towards the mean are
compensated in similar magnitudes by increases.

We shall have to wait and see whether the performance
data released publicly allows us to assess whether any real,
rather than artefactual, reductions in crime have occurred. But
when I say 'us' I don't mean the electorate, of course. For most
citizens, everyday life is increasingly resembling a lottery. By
the same token, supporting government policies these days is
like taking a trip to the betting-shop. But if that is the way we
are to be governed, do we not have a right not only to know how
to calculate the odds but also whether to trust the bookmaker?
And are criminologists becoming merely the tipsters of the new
crime reduction sweepstakes?

Tim Hope is writing in his capacity as Professor of Criminology
at Keele University. The views expressed here do not reflect
necessarily other commissions in which he is engaged
currently.
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