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It is not incumbent upon you to finish the task, but neither are you free to absolve yourself from it.

Ethics of the Fathers (Part 2 Chapter 16)

There has been a growing trend in recent years towards the adoption of evidence-based policy in a variety
of fields, including criminal justice. The purpose of evidence-based policy is to guide the activities of
organisations based on scientifically verified facts, enabling the development of effective and efficient pol-
icies. In this article, we introduce the commitment of the Israel Prison Service (IPS) to the implementation
of evidence-based policy by detailing the processes and development of a large-scale research pro-
gramme in the IPS. We illustrate how the cooperation and commitment of key individuals, including suc-
cessive IPS Commissioners, have enabled the implementation of evidence-based policy in a hierarchal
organisation. Within this context, we demonstrate how human agency is a key factor in the successful
implementation of the policy in criminal justice settings. By following the different stages of development
and implementation, the example of the IPS also highlights the importance of agencies taking ownership
of science. We conclude by arguing that the road to evidence-based policy is a ‘winding road’, highlight-
ing the key turning points that influenced the institutionalisation of the policy in the IPS.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Over the last decade, there has been a growing recognition of the importance of evidence-based

policy in reaching decisions about criminal justice programmes and practices.1 Indeed, it is
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1 James Q Wilson and Joan Petersilia (eds), Crime and Public Policy (Oxford University Press 2011); Lawrence
W Sherman, ‘The Rise of Evidence-Based Policing: Targeting, Testing, and Tracking’ (2013) 42 Crime and
Justice: A Review of Research 377, 389–96; Thomas G Blomberg and others (eds), Advancing Criminology
and Criminal Justice Policy (Routledge 2016) 1; George F Cole, Christopher E Smith and Christina DeJong,
Criminal Justice in America (9th edn, Cengage Learning 2016); Jim Bueermann, ‘Being Smart on Crime with
Evidence-Based Policing’ (2012) 269 National Institute of Justice Journal 12; Pew Charitable Trusts,
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reasonable to say that the idea of evidence-based decision making has become key not only to

theory but also to practice. Evidence-based policy requires that decision making in criminal just-

ice be strongly influenced by basic and applied research. For example, large-scale programmes

would not be widely implemented without strong scientific evidence of programme success.

In turn, programmes that are implemented would be evaluated and assessed on a regular basis

to ensure that they are meeting the goals of the organisation.

The Bureau of Justice Assistance (BJA), which is the main funder of criminal justice pro-

grammes in the United States (US), declares on its website that ‘[e]ncouraging the adoption of

E[vidence] B[ased] P[ractices] is a key component of BJA’s 2013–2016 strategic plan, which

calls for the promotion and sharing of evidence-based and promising practices and programs’.2

Even earlier than this, in 2004, the Community Corrections Division of the National Institute of

Corrections (NIC) had already started working together with the Crime and Justice Institute to

develop an ‘integrated model’ that ‘emphasizes the importance of focusing equally on evidence-

based practices, organisational development, and collaboration to achieve successful and lasting

reform’.3

In some sense, it would seem intuitive that evidence-based policy is a useful tool for govern-

ment. A recent report by the Pew Charitable Trusts describes the policy in the following terms:4

Evidence-based policymaking uses the best available research and information on program results to

guide decisions at all stages of the policy process and in each branch of government. It identifies

what works, highlights gaps where evidence of program effectiveness is lacking, enables policymakers

to use evidence in budget and policy decisions, and relies on systems to monitor implementation and

measure key outcomes, using the information to continually improve program performance.

Why would government not want to use the best available research and information to inform

policies and practices? Shouldn’t evidence-based policy approaches be easy to integrate and

implement for criminal justice government agencies?

In many papers that advocate evidence-based policy there is much discussion of the benefits

to government if it adopts the evidence-based approach.5 This can give the impression that the

‘road to evidence-based policy’ is a direct one in which agencies will naturally adopt the policy

‘Evidence-Based Policymaking: A Guide for Effective Government’, MacArthur Foundation, 2014; Lawrence W
Sherman and others, Evidence-Based Crime Prevention (Routledge 2002).
2 The Bureau of Justice Assistance, ‘Evidence-Based Practices’, Justice Reinvestment Initiative, https://www.bja.
gov/programs/justicereinvestment/evidence_based_practice.html.
3 Meghan Guervara and Enver Solomon, Implementing Evidence-Based Policy and Practice in Community
Corrections (2nd edn, National Institute of Corrections 2009) 7.
4 Pew Charitable Trusts (n 1) 2.
5 David Weisburd and Peter Neyroud, ‘Police Science: Toward a New Paradigm’ (2013) 5 Australasian Policing
13, 15–20; Peter Neyroud and David Weisburd, ‘Transforming the Police through Science: The Challenge of
Ownership’ (2014) 8 Policing: A Journal of Policy and Practice 287, 292; Anthony Petrosino and others,
‘Meeting the Challenges of Evidence-Based Policy: The Campbell Collaboration’ (2001) 578 The Annals of
the American Academy of Political and Social Science 14, 15–17; Robert Boruch, David Weisburd and
Richard Berk, ‘Place Randomized Trials’ in Alex R Piquero and David Weisburd (eds), Handbook of
Quantitative Criminology (Springer 2010) 481, 496–99.
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because of its convincing logic. Once adopted, evidence-based policy will naturally infuse and

permeate itself throughout an agency because it provides a more scientific decision-making

model. However, many commentators have identified barriers to implementation of the policy,

and it is clear that the road to evidence-based policy often includes difficulties that agencies

find hard to overcome.6

In this article we use our experience in implementing evidence-based policy in the Israel

Prison Service to illustrate the extent to which the adoption of the policy is affected not only

by the inherent utility of the approach but also by the vagaries of human interactions and circum-

stances. We also emphasise in this context the importance of practitioners taking ownership of

evidence-based policy. These themes were raised by one of the authors of this article in earlier

work that emphasised how key individuals impact upon the implementation of the policy.7 Our

story overall is a positive one. At the same time, it suggests that the road to implementation of

evidence-based policy is not direct and that it is dependent on human factors which influence the

introduction of the policy and its implementation as a long-term strategy. In turn, our experience

should be informative to researchers about the need to abandon the idea of a fairy-tale happy end-

ing to the road to evidence-based policy. It is not only a winding road; the full implementation of

the policy will often be quite difficult to achieve. Of course, following the above quote from

Ethics of the Fathers, the fact that one cannot fully achieve the goals of evidence-based policy

in practice does not mean we should abandon efforts to do so.

2. THE IMPORTANCE OF HUMAN AGENCY IN IMPLEMENTING EVIDENCE-BASED

POLICY

While the adoption of evidence-based policy is often traced to the value of the approach itself and

the benefits it can bring to organisations in developing policies, programmes and practices, the

realities of adoption are often dependent on the specific experiences of key people who have

the authority to make and lead change in organisations. Indeed, in some sense the ultimate adop-

tion of evidence-based policy can be seen more as an example of the importance of human

agency than the inevitability of improvement in government decision making. By human agency

we mean ‘the human capability to exert influence over one’s functioning and the course of events

by one’s actions’.8 This point is made by Telep and Weisburd in an article on the development of

6 Michael L Prendergast, ‘Issues in Defining and Applying Evidence-Based Practices Criteria for Treatment of
Criminal-Justice Involved Clients’ (2011) 7 Journal of Psychoactive Drugs 10, 16–17; Ross Homel and Peter
Homel, ‘Implementing Crime Prevention: Good Governance and a Science of Implementation’ in David
P Farrington and Brandon C Welsh (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Crime Prevention (Oxford University
Press 2012) 423; Edmund F McGarrell and Natalie Kroovand Hipple, ‘Developing Evidence-Based Crime
Prevention Practice: The Dimensions of Effective Implementation’ (2014) 65 Revija za kriminalistiko in krimino-
logijo 249, 250–51.
7 Cody E Telep and David Weisburd, ‘Generating Knowledge: A Case Study of the National Policing
Improvement Agency Program on Systematic Reviews in Policing’ (2014) 10 Journal of Experimental
Criminology 371, 373–75; Neyroud & Weisburd (n 5).
8 A Bandura, ‘Agency’, in Encyclopedia of the Life Course and Human Development (Macmillan Reference
2009) 8.
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evidence-based science in systematic reviews.9 They note that the major increase in the number

of policing-related systematic reviews in recent years was made possible in large part because of

the leadership of an innovative practitioner, Peter Neyroud, who previously headed the National

Police Improvement Agency in the United Kingdom (UK). Neyroud had pioneered evidence-

based approaches in UK policing in good part because of his contacts with criminologists asso-

ciated with the Campbell Collaboration.

A similar description is offered by Farrington in detailing the history of experimental research

in criminology.10 While strong science can be developed using quasi-experimental methods

as well, experiments allow strong assumptions of causality and have been seen as key to

evidence-based policy in practice.11 Farrington argues that ‘feast and famine periods [in experimen-

tal criminology] were influenced by key individuals’.12 These key individuals, in combination with

fluctuations in funding and priorities, often have major influence over the type and quality of

research being conducted. For example, Palmer and Petrosino charted the history of research

in the California Youth Authority, finding that support from higher levels in the agency and

the research division, most prominently Herman Stark and Keith Griffiths, facilitated a series

of important randomised experiments in the 1960s and 1970s.13 Stark directed the California

Youth Authority from 1952 to 1968 and Griffiths served as the director of the Division of

Research from 1958 to 1983. These leaders fostered a culture in which quality research was sup-

ported and highly regarded, being considered an essential component in decision making regard-

ing correctional programming. As these and other individuals eventually retired or were replaced,

subsequent directors tended to feel more politically vulnerable and the agency became increas-

ingly risk averse, thus being less likely to use rigorous methodologies to evaluate programmes.14

Similarly, Nuttall documents changing priorities in the UK Home Office, which became

much more averse to funding randomised experiments with Ronald Clarke’s tenure in the

Home Office Research Unit.15 In this case, Clarke and Derek Cornish had been highly critical

of the usefulness of randomised trials in advancing knowledge.16 As Farrington and Welsh

note: ‘The Clarke-Cornish critique was very influential in ending Home Office-funded

9 Telep and Weisburd (n 7) 373–76.
10 David P Farrington, ‘A Short History of Randomized Experiments in Criminology: A Meager Feast’ (2003) 27
Evaluation Review 218, 225.
11 Sherman and others (n 1) 35–45; David Weisburd, ‘Ethical Practice and Evaluation of Interventions in Crime
and Justice: The Moral Imperative for Randomized Trials’ (2003) 27 Evaluation Review 336; Anthony Morgan
and others, Effective Crime Prevention Interventions for Implementation by Local Government (Australian
Institute of Criminology 2012) 4–6.
12 Farrington (n 10) 225.
13 Ted Palmer and Anthony Petrosino, ‘The “Experimenting Agency”: The California Youth Authority Research
Division’ (2003) 27 Evaluation Review 228.
14 Christopher Nuttall, ‘The Home Office and Random Allocation Experiments’ (2003) 27 Evaluation Review 267;
Petrosino and others (n 5).
15 Nuttall, ibid.
16 Ronald VG Clarke and Derek Blaikie Cornish, The Controlled Trial in Institutional Research: Paradigm or
Pitfall for Penal Evaluators? (Home Office Research Studies, Her Majesty Stationery Office 1972) 14–22.
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randomized experiments for a quarter century’.17 This illustrates the fact that key individuals can-

not only advance evidence-based policy in agencies; they can also hinder or reverse advances that

had been made by earlier leaders.

3. HUMAN AGENCY AND THE ADVANCEMENT OF EVIDENCE-BASED POLICY IN THE

ISRAEL PRISON SYSTEM

The introduction of evidence-based policy in the Israel Prison Service (IPS) was led by Benny

Kaniak, the Commissioner of the Prison Service from 2007 to 2011. Commissioner Kaniak

had previously been the Deputy Commissioner of the Israel Police. During that period he was

responsible for communications between a large-scale evidence-based study of policing terrorism

and the Israel Police. The study was expected to be funded jointly by the Ministry of Public

Security in Israel, and the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) and the National Institute

of Justice (NIJ) in the United States. As the senior representative of the police, Commissioner

Kaniak worked with one of the authors of this article (Weisburd) in developing the parameters

of the jointly funded study.

In some respects, the study highlights the challenges of evidence-based policy to take root in

the Israeli criminal justice system. The funding agencies had agreed to provide USD 450,000 for

the project (split equally between the three agencies) and negotiations about potential security

challenges and other questions had begun successfully. However, serious barriers were encoun-

tered in the development of a contract. The Chief Scientist of the Ministry of Public Security

wanted a clause in the contract stating that no publications or information could be released with-

out his approval. He believed that the Ministry, as funder of the work, should have the right to

review and censor publications. This review would be independent of the ‘security review’ which

had been agreed by all parties to prevent the release of sensitive government information affect-

ing national security.

A key component of evidence-based policy is recognition by agencies of the importance of

the values of science.18 One such value is academic freedom in the production of scientific

knowledge. Of course, some knowledge in areas where security concerns are examined must

be kept from the wider public, but, as far as possible, science must be transparent and open.

The NIJ and DHS were concerned that the additional censorship required by the Ministry of

Public Security would affect the quality of the study because of its potential to ‘reign in’

researchers from criticising policing practices. However, the Chief Scientist of the Ministry

refused to back down on his demand, which led to the project being redesigned and developed

without the participation of the Ministry.19

17 David P Farrington and Brandon C Welsh, ‘A Half Century of Randomized Experiments on Crime and Justice’
(2006) 34 Crime and Justice 55, 77.
18 Weisburd and Neyroud (n 5); Neyroud and Weisburd (n 5); David Weisburd, Peter Neyroud and Tal
Jonathan-Zamir, ‘The Police Following Science’ (2014) Orech Hadin 98 (in Hebrew).
19 The DHS and the NIJ decided to continue to fund the project’s work, which included national surveys of atti-
tudes towards policing terrorism and statistical studies of the influence of policing terrorism on crime outcomes.
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What seemed like a failure for evidence-based policy in Israeli criminal justice was to lead

indirectly to the establishment of the most important evidence-based policy programme in

Israel to date. In 2007 Deputy Chief Kaniak was made Commissioner of the IPS. Despite the

resistance to principles of evidence-based policy at the Ministry, Commissioner Kaniak came

to view the policy as an important tool for advancing practice. A year later he invited one of

the authors of this article (Weisburd) to his office to discuss how evidence-based science

could be better integrated into the work of the prison service. Weisburd suggested that an import-

ant step was to create an Academic Advisory Board made up of scholars from universities and

colleges in Israel. Commissioner Kaniak accepted this recommendation and on 15 November

2009 the Academic Advisory Board’s first meeting convened.20 The idea of creating a specific

Research Unit in the IPS was discussed during these initial meetings and contacts. The

Commissioner subsequently established a Research Unit and recruited a PhD researcher, Dror

Walk, to head the Unit as a senior commander in the IPS. The appointment of a Director of

the Research Unit at a high rank in the agency was indicative of the importance being attached

to the new Unit.

The Academic Advisory Board put forward a number of recommendations. Perhaps the key

recommendation was to develop a research programme for evaluating rehabilitation initiatives in

the prison service. While the IPS was given a formal role of incarceration of criminals and their

removal from society, almost from the outset there has been an emphasis on treatment and edu-

cational activities. In the late 1990s, this policy was consolidated by the IPS administration and

anchored in the following mission statement:21

The Israel Prison Service is a security organisation with a social mission and part of the law enforce-

ment system. The essence of its role is: holding prisoners and detainees in safe and suitable custody,

while respecting their dignity, supplying their basic needs, and providing all appropriate prisoners with

corrective tools, in order to improve their ability to integrate into society upon their release.

There are several programmes geared to rehabilitation in the IPS. The total prison population for

criminal offenders in Israel is estimated at 12,000 inmates.22 In 2010, about 2,200 participated in

employment or vocational programmes of some variety. About 3,000 additional prisoners per-

formed daily work inside the prisons in maintenance, kitchen or other services, and 2,300 prison-

ers worked in 54 factories operated by the IPS. Furthermore, the IPS runs about 40 different

For the key publication see David Weisburd, Tal Jonathan and Simon Perry, ‘The Israeli Model for Policing
Terrorism: Goals, Strategies and Open Questions’ (2009) 36 Criminal Justice and Behavior 1259; Tal
Jonathan-Zamir and David Weisburd, ‘The Effects of Security Threats on Antecedents of Police Legitimacy:
Findings from a Quasi-Experiment in Israel’ (2013) 50 Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency 3;
David Weisburd and others, ‘Terrorist Threats and Police Performance: A Study of Israeli Communities’
(2010) 50 British Journal of Criminology 725.
20 The initial members of the board were Professor David Weisburd (Chair), Professor Efrat Shoham, Professor
Mimi Ajzenstadt, Professor Giora Rahav, Dr Badi Hasisi and Dr Tomer Einat.
21 Israel Prison Service, Annual Report 2013, Israel Prison Authority.
22 Dror Walk, ‘Us and the World: Data on Imprisonment in Israel and Other Countries’ (2012) 33 Bit’on Sherut
Batei Hasohar – Ro’im Shabas 27, 29 (in Hebrew).
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vocational programmes in which 700 prisoners participate every year.23 In 2009, 276 formal edu-

cation classes operated in the IPS in which 4,300 inmates participated (more than a third of the

total prison population). With regard to treatment programmes, the prison service runs 235 treat-

ment groups for drug, alcohol and other addictions, domestic violence and sexual offending, in

which 3,800 prisoners participate every week.24

Despite the wide-scale support for rehabilitative programmes in the IPS, there had been only a

handful of evaluations of their effectiveness.25 The Academic Advisory Board advocated a

large-scale research programme that would systematically evaluate IPS rehabilitation efforts.

The Commissioner voiced his support for such a programme, though there had never been

such wide-scale interest in scientific evaluation in the prison service, or for that matter in any

of the Israeli criminal justice agencies. In December 2010 the IPS issued a call for proposals,

which attracted five applications from various research teams. The funding was awarded to a

team of researchers from the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, led by the authors, and a team

at Ashkelon College, led by Professor Efrat Shoham. The proposed study would use a

quasi-experimental research design with a commonly used methodological approach for drawing

conclusions about programme effectiveness – propensity score matching (PSM).26 Finally, cost–

benefit analysis would also be conducted. This model for an evaluation research programme was

based on the tenets of evidence-based policy.

23 Ido Davidesco and Dror Walk, ‘Employment of Prisoners as a Rehabilitation Tool’, May 2011, Research Unit,
Israel Prison Service, 5 (in Hebrew); Gilad Natan, ‘Occupational Rehabilitation for Prisoners and Released
Prisoners’, The Research and Information Center, The Knesset, 8 July 2010, 5–6 (in Hebrew).
24 Shelly Mizrahi and Ori Tal, ‘Programs for Prisoner Rehabilitation: Background and a Comparative Review’,
2 March 2010, The Knesset Research and Information Center (in Hebrew).
25 For examples, see Lior Gideon, ‘Programs for Abuse and Addiction Rehabilitation in the Prison Service and
Systems of Community Support and the Positive Effect on Reducing Recidivism and Drug Use among
Released Prisoners’, PhD Thesis, Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2002 (in Hebrew); David Weisburd and others,
‘A Follow-Up Study on Drug-Addicted Prisoners Released from the Sharon Prison’ (2010) 47 Megamot 236 (in
Hebrew); Yoav Santo and Giora Rahav, The Completers of Abuse and Addiction Rehabilitation Programs in
Hermon Prison (Adam Institute 2008) (in Hebrew).
26 Propensity score matching (PSM) is generally seen as a strong method for matching treatment and comparison
groups: Robert J Apel and Gary Sweeten, ‘Propensity Score Matching in Criminology and Criminal Justice’ in
Piquero and Weisburd (n 5) 543. At the same time, as in other statistical techniques of this type, the strength
of the approach is dependent on the quality of the data available for matching. The IPS provided a large number
of such variables to the researchers, allowing for strong confidence in the assumptions. We also employed sensi-
tivity analyses for estimating potential bias (see, for example, David Weisburd and others, ‘Reinforcing the
Impacts of Work Release on Prisoner Recidivism: The Importance of Integrative Interventions’ (2017) 13
Journal of Experimental Criminology 241; Badi Hasisi and others, ‘The “Care Package,” Prison Domestic
Violence Programs and Recidivism: A Quasi-Experimental Study’ (2016) 12 Journal of Experimental
Criminology 563. At the same time the researchers recognised from the outset the potential threats to the validity
of such models: Apel and Sweeten, ibid; Peter M Steiner and David Cook, ‘Matching and Propensity Scores’ in
Tod D Little (ed), The Oxford Handbook of Quantitative Methods in Psychology, Vol 1: Foundations (Oxford
University Press 2013) 237; Thomas A Loughran and others, ‘Evolutionary Regression? Assessing the
Problem of Hidden Biases in Criminal Justice Applications Using Propensity Scores’ (2015) 11 Journal of
Experimental Criminology 631. The proposal for the study also included a plan for defining a small group of pro-
grammes for evaluation using randomised experimental protocols. Though randomised experiments allow for
more confident assumptions regarding causation and matching, to date there had not been a randomised experi-
ment conducted in the IPS. It was considered unrealistic by the researchers to propose primarily randomised
experiments, which led to the choice of PSM methods.
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The study began in 2012 and was established as a long-term (five-year) evaluation pro-

gramme. The study’s researchers are examining the effectiveness of more than twenty rehabili-

tation programmes operated by the IPS, including the group work release programme,

educational programmes, a programme for the reduction of domestic violence, programmes

for the cessation of drug and alcohol addiction, vocational training programmes, employment

programmes, a programme for the rehabilitation of sex offenders, and programmes that include

religious study.

Thus far, the experience of the prison service in evidence-based policy suggests the import-

ance of what are seemingly unconnected, or at least unplanned events. Commissioner Kaniak’s

experience with the failed Ministry of Public Security policing terrorism study led him to have

contact with researchers committed to the policy. This contact was key to his adoption as

Commissioner of the basic model of evidence-based policy in the field of corrections. In

chaos theory, a small set of causes early on can lead to the development of a major event.27

Here, the establishment of the largest effort in evidence-based policy in criminal justice in

Israel to date can be traced back to discussions which seemed to have led to failure rather

than success in advancing the policy.

More generally, however, our story shows the importance of human agency in the develop-

ment of evidence-based policy. Commissioner Kaniak was the key figure in the establishment of

evidence-based corrections in Israel. Without him and his decision to work with senior academic

figures, evidence-based policy would not have emerged on its own during that period.

4. ESTABLISHING THE LEGITIMACY OF EVIDENCE-BASED SCIENCE

While Commissioner Kaniak established a large grant programme of NIS 1,000,000 for the

evaluation of prison rehabilitation programmes, his term was completed shortly after the funding

of the programme. A key question at that juncture was whether the new Commissioner, Aaron

Franco – who had previously been a high-ranking police commander – would support the

advances in evidence-based policy that Commissioner Kaniak had pioneered. Again, we can

see the importance of human agency in the development of the policy. The two had been col-

leagues in the Israel Police and Kaniak had impressed on Franco the importance of both the

new project and new approach for the prison service. Commissioner Franco was to become a

strong advocate for evidence-based policy more generally. His advocacy was key to the success-

ful advancement of the project. In a hierarchical organisation like the IPS, the support of a senior

commander is critical.28

At this stage, the prison service had also begun to receive recognition from other government

agencies for its efforts in assessing the effectiveness of programmes and its intention to draw

27 Stephen H Kellert, In the Wake of Chaos: Unpredictable Order in Dynamic Systems (The University of Chicago
Press 1993).
28 David Weisburd, ‘Hot Spots Policing Experiments and Criminal Justice Research: Lessons from the Field’
(2005) 599 The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 220, 236–38.

ISRAEL LAW REVIEW [Vol. 51:1118

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021223717000218 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0021223717000218


information from evaluations in developing future programmes and practices. Such recognition

was noted, for example, at a forum of the Israel Democracy Institute which was led by

Knesset Member Benny Begin.29 In the forum, the efforts of the IPS were noted in positive

terms by Begin and representatives of the treasury. In coming years such references to the

evidence-based approach of the IPS would become common.

An important component of the project was the integration of the Hebrew University/

Ashkelon College researchers with the new IPS Research Unit (which now included two add-

itional researchers, both studying for PhDs in Israeli universities). This approach took into con-

sideration the importance of practitioners taking ‘ownership’ of science.30 Weisburd and Neyroud

argue that for evidence-based policy to be successfully implemented, three factors supporting

ownership of science must be advanced.31 First, the organisation must ‘value’ science and

become committed to its values. Second, the organisation and its members must become know-

ledgeable of science and its procedures. Neyroud and Weisburd argue that it is not enough to

include outside researchers: the organisation must develop internal knowledge and capabilities

which allow it to assess the quality and processes of research used to inform decision making.

Third, the organisation and practitioners should become more involved in the world of science,

for example, by producing publications and becoming active in scientific meetings and confer-

ences.32 For its part, the Research Unit became a key advocate for research and evidence-based

policy more generally. It also became a key interpreter for the agency in assessing the activities of

the research team and in conveying the importance and relevance of methods of evaluation and

findings to the IPS. Perhaps as important, the Research Unit became a partner in the research

effort, participating in research meetings and providing key insights into how the research should

be conducted.

The Research Unit also played a role in arranging access (for the Hebrew University/

Ashkelon team) to the rehabilitation programme staff within the prison. This was particularly

important for the qualitative work directed by Efrat Shoham, which informed the models of

‘selection’ for evaluating the programmes. Propensity score models require a clear understanding

of the factors that lead to selection into the programme, since these factors become the basis for

matching non-treated prisoners with those who received treatment.33 By having strong access to

programme staff, we were able to develop an intimate knowledge of the programmes that went

beyond the statistical data, and to more easily recognise challenges in implementing PSM mod-

els. Equally important was the work that the Research Unit carried out in developing quantitative

data and measures for use by the research team.

Despite the support of the Commissioners and the Research Unit staff, the team still encoun-

tered a good deal of resistance to the project in its initial stages. For example, practitioners

expressed their fear that the research would not take into account the realities of the world in

29 Israel Democracy Institute, ‘Conference Proceedings’, 4 April 2011, https://en.idi.org.il/events/7140.
30 Neyroud and Weisburd (n 5); Weisburd, Neyroud and Jonathan-Zamir (n 18); Weisburd and Neyroud (n 5).
31 Weisburd and Neyroud, ibid.
32 ibid 15–17.
33 Apel and Sweeten (n 26).
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which they operated. Another concern was that external researchers would ‘draw (unfair) conclu-

sions’ about the rehabilitation programmes. As we have already noted, the IPS has a strong com-

mitment to rehabilitation. This commitment is one that was not strongly influenced by the

‘nothing works’ movement in American corrections in the 1970s and 1980s.34 The practitioners

felt that the project could only ‘bring bad news’ to a system of rehabilitation that they were com-

mitted to and believed helped in rehabilitating prisoners.35 Practitioners were concerned that

researchers who did not ‘care’ about rehabilitation would miss the complicated picture of

rehabilitation and draw rash conclusions about the effectiveness of programmes. They were

also suspicious of the utility of statistical data and its potential to contradict their clinical know-

ledge. These types of expression and reaction are not suprising, with similar experiences having

been noted in other countries and contexts.36

The Research Unit played a key role in mitigating these concerns, although the concerns per-

sisted as obstacles in establishing the legitimacy of the research programme. This resistance was

to be clearly showcased at the first Steering Committee meeting. The Steering Committee com-

prised 17 individuals, including senior IPS staff and representatives from the Ministry of Public

Security and the Prisoner Rehabilitation Authority. The Chair of the Committee was the Head of

Department of Treatment with the IPS, and a Major General with many years of experience. Our

research team presented the research design for the programme evaluation and then the first

evaluation results. As the first pilot programme for evaluation the Research Unit and the

Hebrew University/Ashkelon team chose the work release programme. The choice was strategic

because the programme was clearly defined and was believed to be one of the more successful in

the prison service. Israel’s work release programme includes not only working outside the prison

before release, but the integration of therapeutic elements. It is one of the more intensive rehabili-

tation programmes in the prison. The Hebrew University/Ashkelon evaluation team (led by the

authors) agreed that choosing a programme with strong potential for success was a good strategy.

The literature supports the idea that being able to present ‘good news’ at the outset can help in

allaying concerns of practitioners and improving their receptability to research.37

The results of the evaluation were indeed positive. Importantly, the matching procedures

yielded strong evidence of the successful development of a valid comparison group.38

Figure 1 shows the raw percentage of prisoners re-arrested over four years, comparing the treat-

ment and matched comparison prisoners.39 Each year there is a large and statistically significant

difference between the treated and untreated prisoners. The Hebrew University/Ashkelon team

thought the differences provided strong support for the success of the rehabilitaiton programme,

34 Leslie Sebba, ‘Sanctioning Policy in Israel – An Historical Overview’ (1996) 30 Israel Law Review 234, 257.
35 Steering Committee meeting, 22 September 2014.
36 See, eg, Cynthia Lum and others, ‘Receptivity to Research in Policing’ (2012) 14 Justice Research and Policy
61; Clarke and Cornish (n 16); Farrington (n 10) 223.
37 Lum and others, ibid.
38 Weisburd and others (n 26).
39 ibid 254.
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and a good start to the efforts to evaluate prison programmes. Importantly, this was the first time

that empirical data on the programme was examined.

When the research team presented these results to the steering committee on 1 September

2013 they expected that it would help to allay the concerns of practitioners. However, the resist-

ance to this work was clear from the start. Practitioners began to raise criticisms of the research

and its ability to draw conclusions about the effectiveness of rehabilitation programmes. The

Chair of the Steering Committee supported these criticisms and the overall tone was one in

which the Hebrew University/Ashkelon evaluation team and the Research Unit were identified

as being able to provide only marginal information to the treatment programmes of the prison

service. The meeting ended with both the Hebrew University/Ashkelon team and the Research

Unit sensing that the Steering Committee was questioning the value of the project more

generally.

Following this meeting, the Research Unit arranged for Commissioner Franco and the head of

the Hebrew University/Ashkelon team (Weisburd) to discuss the Steering Committee and its role

in the project. Weisburd emphasised that the research could not have an impact on the system

without the support of the Steering Committee for the overall idea of evidence-based policy in

advancing corrections. Criticism was useful and key to providing valid findings, but there was

a difference between criticism intended to improve the project and criticism of the overall pro-

gramme of evidence-based evaluation. Commissioner Franco immediately saw the importance

of intervening in the process, and placed himself as the leader of the Steering Committee at

the next meeting.

This decision by the Commissioner provided an extremely powerful and important message

for a hierarchical organisation like the prison service. Significantly, this again reinforces the idea

of the importance of human agency in evidence-based policy. One of the authors (Weisburd)

Figure 1 Cumulative Proportion of Prisoners Re-arrested for Treatment and PSM Comparison Groups (over
Four Years)
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argues elsewhere that policing provides a distinct advantage for carrying out experimental

research, because the hierarchy allows the agency head to choose a direction for the agency

that others must follow.40 A similar situation seems to apply more generally to evidence-based

policy in criminal justice in that the heads of organisations like the police or IPS exercise ultimate

decision-making authority in the organisation. Of course, other high-ranking officials, as well as

the rank-and-file, may try to undermine such decisions. However, in the case of the IPS, where

Commissioner Franco had strong legitimacy and where the organisation is relatively small, this

did not occur. It was not common for the Commissioner to lead such meetings, and his opening

comments at the next Steering Committee meeting reiterated his commitment to the research and

evidence-based policy in general, all in the presence of the IPS senior command.

Despite the problems encountered in the Steering Committee, it was clear that the leadership

of the IPS had much to offer in developing the research programme. At the original meeting

regarding the work release programme, senior staff had brought up the question of whether

prior therapy (not included in the PSM model) played a key role in the programme’s success.

The Research Unit and the Hebrew University/Ashkelon evaluation team sought to answer

this important question, collecting data from a different source for a sample of the inmates.

The results of the analysis showed that the treatment and control groups were equivalent on

this factor.41 The fact that this issue had been investigated, and that the general findings were

not challenged, appeared to contribute to increased confidence on behalf of the practitioners.

Perhaps this was the case because this represented an opportunity to demonstrate that the

researchers were being responsive to questions that they raised.

5. THE INSTITUTIONALISATION OF EVIDENCE-BASED POLICY

In the fourth year of the study, two key members of the Research Unit were assigned to new posi-

tions. In Israeli criminal justice agencies it is common for staff to move from unit to unit and,

indeed, it is critical for their advancement in the agency. While staffing changes in the IPS

and the Israel Police facilitate broad organisational experience, essential for developing leader-

ship, these staffing changes work directly in contradiction to the principle of building up research

expertise over time. We will comment on this problem again later, but note here that these

changes led to a reduction in the ability of the Research Unit to contribute to the research efforts

of the evaluation programme.

During this year, Commissioner Franco’s term ended and a new Commissioner, Ofra Klinger,

was appointed. Commissioner Klinger had chaired the Steering Committee for the project in the

final years of Commissioner Franco’s term. She communicated continuing IPS support for the

project by remaining as Chair of the Steering Committee. At the first meeting an important

test for the institutionalisation of evidence-based policy in the IPS took place. At prior meetings

the researchers had been able to report findings that were positive overall (or with mixed findings)

40 Weisburd (n 28) 236.
41 Weisburd and others (n 26).
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regarding prison rehabilitation programmes. For example, positive results were found not only

for the work release programme, but also for domestic violence and education programmes.42

However, at this meeting the Hebrew University/Ashkelon evaluation team presented findings

to the Steering Committee that showed negative results regarding a group of programmes that

were central to the rehabilitation mission of the IPS.

We provide an example of the findings we presented in Figure 2, which compares prisoners in

the IPS alcohol treatment programme and the PSM matched comparison group in terms of the

cumulative proportion of prisoners re-arrested over five years. This treatment is widely used in

the prison service and involves therapeutic and educational components. It is apparent that the

treated and untreated subjects demonstrate very similar re-arrest rates over the five-year follow-up

period after matching in a PSM model. The results for drug treatment programmes were also dis-

couraging. While providing some examples of significant differences, overall the story remained

one of relatively little influence being associated with a programme to which the IPS had attached

great importance in its perceived contribution to reducing recidivism.

While the research team expected strong resistance and pushback following the presentation

of the findings to the Steering Committee, the opposite occurred. The tone was again set by the

Commissioner, who began by emphasising the importance of evidence-based assessments of the

rehabilitation programmes for the IPS. In her view the evaluation findings provided important

information about the programmes and also aided the IPS in its budget requests to the govern-

ment. In introducing the findings, the Hebrew University/Ashkelon evaluation team emphasised

that their job was not to ‘grade’ the IPS, but to provide information that could be used in devel-

oping stronger and more successful programmes.

In some sense, it came as a surprise to both the Research Unit and the Hebrew University/

Ashkelon team that the immediate reaction of the Steering Committee was to question what pro-

blems may exist in the programmes that would have led to such results rather than the results

themselves. Indeed, the tone of the meeting was positive from the outset with researchers, practi-

tioners and members of the Research Unit raising questions and sharing ideas regarding the pro-

grammes and reasons why they were not achieving the expected impacts. Over the four years of

the study to that point, this was perhaps the most positive indication of the successful institution-

alisation of evidence-based policy in the IPS. The Steering Committee related to the results as

‘their findings’ and sought to utilise them to improve programmes in the prison service.

6. THE FUTURE OF EVIDENCE-BASED POLICY WITHIN THE IPS: CHALLENGES AND

OPPORTUNITIES

Evaluation evidence provided by the Hebrew University/Ashkelon evaluation team had become a

key tool in the decision-making process. In turn, the movement towards evidence-based policy

42 Badi Hasisi and others, ‘Evaluation of Academic Education Programs – Correctional Programs in the Israel
Prison Service: A National Evaluation’, Israel Prison Service, 2014 (in Hebrew); Hasisi and others (n 26);
Weisburd and Neyroud (n 5).
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had survived significant changes, including the involvement of three different Commissioners in

four years. However, the fourth year of the project also brought significant challenges to the long-

term implementation of evidence-based policy in the IPS.

As noted earlier, staffing changes in the Research Unit impeded the development of the policy

in the IPS. Two key researchers in the Unit moved to other units (in order to allow for their

advancement in the prison service more generally). Such changes greatly reduced the ability

of the Research Unit not only to participate in the research process of the grant programme,

but also to provide information to the prison service itself. The Commissioner also decided to

change the official identification and structure of the Research Unit from a ‘Unit’ to a

‘Branch’. This change was part of a reorganisation in the IPS intended to reduce costs (as a

branch would require lower-ranking leadership). However, the change in the definition of the

Research Unit to the Research Branch also meant that the rank of the existing commander

was too high to continue to lead the unit.

In some sense, this change in the identity of the Research Unit can be attributed to the success

of the research programme. The Hebrew University/Ashkelon evaluation team became the central

pillar for the introduction of evidence-based policy to the IPS. It provided not just the main tech-

nical skills, but also the overall knowledge base for implementation of evidence-based evaluation

approaches. Accordingly, the new Commissioner, in reorganising evidence-based practice in the

prison service, saw the Hebrew University/Ashkelon team as the key player in advancing the

evidence-based policy process in the organisation, and perhaps saw the internal capabilities of

the Research Unit as less critical for the advancement of the policy within the IPS.

The full implications of this change are still to be seen. However, there are indications that

the institutionalisation of evidence-based science will continue in the IPS. A strong statement

of this commitment was made when Commissioner Klinger appointed Dr Kathrine Ben Zvi as

Figure 2 Cumulative Proportion of Prisoners Re-arrested for the Alcohol Rehabilitation Programme in the
Hermon Prison and the Comparison Group (over a Five-Year Follow-up Period)
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Commander of the new Research Branch. Dr Ben Zvi had been one of the original researchers

with the Research Unit, and received her PhD in criminology from the Hebrew University of

Jerusalem Institute of Criminology. The appointment of a PhD researcher, with a strong commit-

ment to evidence-based policy and experience with implementing evidence-based science in the

IPS, represented an important step in the continuity of evidence-based policy in the prison ser-

vice. More generally, there is much evidence that IPS practitioners have begun to participate in

the wider world of science, such as attending national conferences. There is also a clearly grow-

ing knowledge of evaluation science in the IPS.43

There is the question of whether the IPS will continue to support external evaluations of its

programmes once the present research project has ended. The new organisational structure of the

prison service seems to identify an external team of researchers as necessary for the development

of evidence-based policy within the prison service. However, to date, it is unclear whether this

approach will continue in the future.

7. CONCLUSIONS

The implementation of evidence-based practices in the IPS, as well as in other settings, is not an

inevitable, natural outcome. Rather, as we have highlighted, it is highly dependent on human

agency. We have illustrated here how Commissioner Kaniak started the research programme

because of his almost serendipitous contacts with research and researchers while he was

Deputy Commissioner of the Israel Police. We have also shown how the hierarchical organisation

of the prison service enabled future commissioners to work towards the institutionalisation of

evidence-based policy by using their hierarchical authority to advance the approach. We have

also shown how the introduction of the Research Unit facilitated the efforts of the prison service

to take ownership of science. The IPS became a key player in the development of the project and

in monitoring its scientific integrity. As Weisburd and Neyroud argue, evidence-based policy

should not be imposed from outside an agency; rather, the agency should become a key partici-

pant and co-owner of the scientific process.44

We have also detailed how the road to evidence-based policy is a ‘winding road’, identifying

key turning points along the way that have had an influence on institutionalisation. Our experi-

ence also highlights the fact that even with great successes, new challenges emerge. We have

detailed those challenges and questions facing the IPS in the continued development of evidence-

based policy. We began by quoting a phrase from the Ethics of the Fathers, and we think that

researchers and practitioners would benefit from its wisdom. While none of us may be able to

bring evidence-based policy to its conclusion in any organisation, and while there may be no

‘end’ to the process, we are not free to abandon our staunch efforts to make evidence-based pol-

icy a key part of decision making in criminal justice.

43 Tomer Carmel and Robert Epstein, ‘Evidence Based Practice in Organizational Settings: Good Idea, Difficult
Implementation. What Can Be Done?’ (2011) 14 Prison Insights 172 (in Hebrew).
44 Weisburd and Neyroud (n 5) 19–20.
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