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ABSTRACT
This paper discusses the difficulties that have characterized Family
Preservation Services (FPS) evaluations. These difficulties arise out of
four challenges: 1) FPS’s multiple purposes and the variety in the forms
it takes in implementation; 2) the lack of explicit “theories of change”
that encompass these many goals and beneficiaries; 3) the challenges of
defining FPS and replicating particular models; and 4) the fact that many
evaluations have suffered because of lack of access to these data, techni-
cal expertise, time, money, and political and administrative support.
Reviews of the evaluations have noted their methodological limitations,
especially issues of research design and program implementation.

The evaluations themselves fall into three “waves.” The first consist-
ed of small-scale efforts, focused on individual programs and then expand-
ed to included several programs within particular states. These evaluations
were nonexperimental, post-test only or pre- and post-test designs and
boasted strongly positive findings. These evaluations, however, lacked
comparison data and suffered from a reliance on placement rates as the
measure of success. The second wave of evaluations responded to many
of the criticisms leveled at earlier studies and is characterized by larger
scale, controlled studies that also broadened the range of measured out-
comes. In this wave, few statistically significant results surfaced, but other
methodological challenges arose, including treatment fidelity and control
group activity, targeting, heterogeneity of clients, sample size, and the dif-
ferential attrition from treatment and control groups. The third wave of
evaluations has brought further refinements in evaluation questions, research
design, outcome measurement, and analysis, though large-scale external
evaluation has diminished in anticipation of the multiyear, multisite, fed-
erally-funded National Evaluation of Family Preservation and Reunification
Services, which focuses on the differential effects of FPS on subgroups,
intending to identify the characteristics of “successful families” and the
complement of services that are offered them.

Family preservation services to date do not appear to have a signifi-
cant effect on placement rates. The results seem to be that, at best, FPS
provides small and likely short-term effects on placement prevention and
perhaps positive effects in certain discrete areas of family and child func-
tioning. No substantial, enduring effects on children, families, commu-
nities, or agencies have been documented. Despite the very modest eval-
uative support for FPS, there continues to be broad-based, ongoing support
for family preservation services. The paradox suggests that family preser-
vation programs have yet to be evaluated adequately and the direct impact
of research on policy has been limited.

Both FPS and its evaluations were repeatedly oversold, reflecting a
broader context of scant resources. The paper concludes with some rec-
ommendations for conducting evaluations of this type of program and
with observations on the relationship of evaluation or research to practice
and policy. 
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This essay is part of a set of three that ex-
amines the history and legacy of family
preservation services. The essays—What Is
Family Preservation and Why Does It
Matter? by Jacquelyn McCroskey, The
Shifting Policy Impact of Intensive Family
Preservation Services by Frank Farrow, and
What to Make of Family Preservation
Services Evaluations by Francine Jacobs—
grew from the realization that, whereas
family preservation services have matured
and become a standard part of child wel-
fare, if not human services, they continue to
evolve and to elude clear description. It is
our hope that these essays add to family
preservation’s development and to a shared
understanding of its importance to the field.  

INTRODUCTION
It shouldn’t have been such a hard job—eval-
uating family preservation services. Many
of the necessary elements for successful eval-
uation were in place: on the program side,
Homebuilders and its immediate descendents
appeared as promising, innovative, and stan-
dardized interventions. They boasted clear-
ly stated goals, a specific clientele, willing
and able program personnel (local and
state)—many with considerable experience
implementing the model—and enthusiastic
supporters able to secure ample funds for
program implementation and expansion.
Willing, able, and experienced researchers
stood ready on the evaluation side, with sub-
stantial funding for their efforts and numer-
ous audiences eager for their products. A
match made in heaven, one might imagine.
Yet instead, FPS has bedeviled evaluators,
leaving the field without a definitive answer

to the fundamental question—“does it
work?”—posed across hundreds of evalua-
tions over the past two decades.

Why has this task proven so difficult,
virtually impossible? The answer is multi-
determined, having to do with the program
itself, the political climate in which the pro-
gram was developed and has operated, the
nature of the evaluations that have been
undertaken, and the state of practice in the
evaluation field. Although the body of
research reviewed here is disappointing to
many in its inability to offer conclusive find-
ings, there are valuable lessons to take from
these brave, but sometimes naive, attempts
to assess family preservation services; I hope
to highlight several of these in this essay.

This paper begins with a brief review of
the challenges to evaluating FPS, then
describes three eras, or “waves,” of FPS eval-
uation, summarizing and interpreting the find-
ings to date. It then offers some recommend-
ations for conducting evaluations of this type
of program, and concludes with a few final
observations on the relationship of evalua-
tion or research to practice and policy. 

HOW FPS CHALLENGES
EVALUATORS
Family preservation services present a host
of significant challenges to researchers. Some
of these challenges are inherent in the pro-
gram and pertain to its goals, rationale for ser-
vices, and implementation. Others pertain to
the context in which the evaluations are under-
taken and the resources available for the job.
Several of these challenges are noted below.

Fashioned after the prototype program—
Homebuilders of Tacoma, Washington—FPS
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was initially advertised as a singular, pro-
grammatic entity with a clearly defined mis-
sion. This set of intensive, short-term, home-
based services was to be provided to
qualifying families in which serious child
abuse or neglect had been substantiated. It
was intended to prevent the otherwise in-
evitable protective placement of children in
these families into care arrangements outside
their own homes (Kinney et al., 1991).
Guaranteeing child safety while maintaining
the family unit was seen as the primary
responsibility of family preservation work-
ers. In order to satisfy these goals, specific
guidelines were developed about how FPS
was to be delivered, to which families, with
the expectation that they would, and could, be
followed.

In truth, FPS has never been, and cer-
tainly is not now, so simply wrought and
faithfully implemented. To begin, there are
multiple purposes for the program. Of
course, ensuring child safety is paramount,
but other goals have surfaced insistently over
the years. These include, for example,
enhancing child development, increasing
parental competence, improving family func-
tioning, reducing child welfare expenditures,
and enhancing cross-agency collaboration.
This expanded list of goals suggests that a
range of groups or entities may profit from
FPS. Thus children, mothers, and fathers
(both in their parenting roles and as adults
in need of a range of supports), families,

communities, public welfare agencies, and
even statewide child-serving agency systems,
are all potential beneficiaries of the program.
No doubt these multiple goals with multiple
beneficiaries more accurately reflect what
FPS programs across the country are actually
trying to accomplish; they also have con-

siderable political value, since there looks
to be something for everyone in FPS.
However, this expansion of mission has also
exponentially complicated the design and
execution of evaluation.

A second challenge is the lack of explic-
it “theories of change” that encompass these
many goals and beneficiaries. In the past sev-
eral years, Weiss (1995, 1998), Rossi &
Freeman (1993), and other evaluation theo-
rists have focussed on the need for program
developers and staff to explicate the inter-
vention theory on which the program is built.
(See also Bickman, 1987; Chen, 1990; and
Chen & Rossi, 1987.) That is to say, why
should a particular program, configured in
a particular way and targeted to a specific
population, achieve the desired results? In
the case of FPS, we might ask for the
assumptions about child and adult develop-
ment and about how change occurs in indi-
viduals and families that would support core
aspects of the program model (e.g., inten-
sive, short-term services; enrollment of fam-
ilies at imminent risk in which a minimal
level of safety can be assured; services deliv-
ered at home). This information is crucial to
evaluators engaged in outcome research in
the human services. To the extent that pro-
grams can articulate this theory—A happens
to cause B, which usually yields C—evalu-
ators can track the course of change, identi-
fying intermediate indicators or markers of
effect. Should the desired, ultimate change
not occur even though intermediate effects
are noted (for example, families are func-
tioning better, but placement rates remain
high), then the theory can be revised and
other programmatic approaches tried.

The proliferation of goals for FPS has
occurred without the accompanying expli-
cation of intervention theory. For example,
the pathways through which receipt of FPS
for a certain percentage of neighborhood res-
idents should result in better outcomes for
the community have not been proposed, yet
some believe that FPS increases communi-
ty safety. FPS is thought to enhance child
development, but the mechanism by which
this occurs, say for infants in marginal,
neglectful homes, is nowhere stated. And
indeed, one might argue that even the initial
goals and service delivery structure of FPS
were not sufficiently informed by develop-
mental or systemic theory. In any case, the
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core aspects of the program model.



greater number of goals and beneficiaries,
the worse the problem becomes for evalua-
tors, who are committed to identifying
effects—even intermediate effects—if they
are occurring.

A third challenge resides in the numer-
ous definitions of “family preservation ser-
vices,” and in the belief that, when there is
agreement about what it is, that precise enti-
ty can and will be replicated. The field
learned late that critical components of FPS,
for example enforcing the condition of
“imminent risk” as a criterion for enrollment,
were not being achieved across cases, com-
munities, and states. This program imple-
mentation issue is at the core of many of the
contested evaluations in the field.

The fact that FPS is not the straightfor-
ward, controlled intervention that many pro-
gram proponents insisted it was, or could be,
is particularly bad news for evaluators.
Multiple goals and beneficiaries usually yield
a dizzying array of evaluation questions,
most of them legitimate. If the community is
to benefit from FPS, for example, it may be
important to ask whether and to what extent
community residents have had a voice in
how services are provided, or whether fam-
ilies enrolled in the program think FPS is
useful. These questions suggest the impor-
tance of process evaluation. Private funders,
on the other hand, might only be willing to
pay for outcome studies. Program adminis-
trators might be most interested in questions
that pertain to program coverage and uti-
lization; in this case monitoring- and imple-
mentation-oriented evaluations are in order.
And with multiple questions come multiple
audiences: for FPS these include providers,
policy makers at all levels of government,
citizens, program participants, researchers
and funders. With so many masters, evalu-
ators inevitably satisfy one group and dis-
appoint others.

Finally, the success of any evaluation
depends on the availability of a set of critical
research resources, including data, technical
expertise, time, administrative and political
support, and funds (Jacobs & Kapuscik,
2000). Certain FPS evaluations have enjoyed
access to these resources, but most have been
constrained by their absence. For example,
FPS evaluations have suffered from the lack
of adequate and appropriate data; for many of
the early years of research, state child welfare

agency MIS systems were poorly organized
or simply nonexistent. This situation has
improved, but there are still many states with
inadequate MIS systems. Appropriate instru-
ments to measure progress in outcome areas
outside the usual—for example, to examine
family functioning or community well-
being—are scarce. And numerous FPS eval-

uations were undertaken prematurely, before
the programs had an opportunity to refine
their services and put their “best foot for-
ward.” In these instances the lack of suffi-
cient time, to allow the programs to mature
and then to conduct the research, have con-
spired against the evaluation enterprise. These
limitations have added to the difficulty of
conducting FPS evaluations.

It is reasonable to ask why these chal-
lenges were not anticipated by evaluators
and program administrators; after all, simi-
lar stories have emerged from generations
of evaluation research in early childhood
education (e.g., Barnett, 1995; Consortium
for Longitudinal Studies, 1983; McKey et
al., 1985; Ramey & Ramey, 1992; Westing-
house Learning Corporation and Ohio
University, 1969), family support program-
ming (e.g., Barnes, Goodson, & Layzer,
1996; St.Pierre et al., 1997; Quint, Bos, &
Polit, 1997), home visitation interventions
(e.g., Olds & Kitzman, 1993), literacy pro-
grams (e.g., St.Pierre et al., 1995; Tao,
Gamse, & Tarr, 1998), and so forth. In fact,
as will be evident in the review of studies
that follows, evaluators did attempt, prospec-
tively, to address a number of these issues
in the design and conduct of their evalua-
tions. But they missed opportunities at other
critical junctures. I return to this question at
the end of the essay. 
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WHAT WE KNOW AND WHEN WE
CAME TO KNOW IT
There is a large body of family preservation
evaluations dating back to the late 1970s and
early 1980s. Although research on FPS has
been ongoing from that time to the present,
its heyday appears to have been the decade
from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s. Over
the past five years or so, the number of eval-
uation reports, at least in the published lit-
erature, has tailed off quite dramatically, sug-
gesting some loss of interest among funders
and researchers alike in evaluating FPS.

There are several likely explanations for
this phenomenon: First, in 1995, the feder-
al government initiated a series of national,
multiyear evaluations of family-oriented pro-

grams. One of those evaluations—the
National Evaluation of Family Preservation
and Reunification Services—is an experi-
mentally designed impact evaluation of fam-
ily preservation services. Given that this
evaluation was intended to be a definitive
study of the effectiveness of FPS, others in
the field may simply be waiting for its results
before launching what could be redundant
or unnecessary research.

Secondly, although FPS continues to be
a popular service strategy, a string of bad
press stories and an earlier round of equiv-
ocal evaluation findings appear to have
dimmed FPS’s bright light. The National
Family Preservation Network in fact argues
that a successful “smear campaign” was
launched against family preservation; it also
claims that FPS has been scapegoated by
“politicians and self-proclaimed ‘child advo-
cates’” (National Family Preservation Net-
work, 1999). These tactics, the Network
believes, has eroded much of the support
FPS had previously enjoyed. Whether or not

the Network’s assessment of blame is cor-
rect, it does seem that a restless public has
moved on to other possible remedies for
decreasing out-of-home protective place-
ments; the current policy darlings are com-
munity-based child protection initiatives
(Farrow & the Executive Session on Child
Protection, 1997; Shirk, 1998). The clamor
to evaluate is now being appropriately heard
in that quarter.

Finally, it appears that “evaluation
fatigue” has set in in the FPS field. The
incontrovertible difficulties inherent in FPS
evaluation, the limitations of conventional
research in finding solutions to these chal-
lenges, and the enduring questions about the
utility of evaluation to participants, program
personnel, and policy makers, have surfaced
with force (Jacobs & Kapuscik, 2000).
External evaluators appear to be seeking their
challenges elsewhere.

Over the past decade, several excellent
reviews of the extent research have made
their way to print. In the early 1990s, Peter
Rossi’s (1991, 1992a, 1992b) trenchant
analyses seem to have inaugurated the “crit-
ical” phase in the history of FPS evaluation.
Rossi called into question the quality of eval-
uations conducted to that point, suggesting
that most claims of effectiveness were unsup-
portable, given the design and execution of
the studies. Schuerman, Rzepnicki, and
Littell (1994) took a similarly discouraging
view of the state of knowledge about FPS
effectiveness and the manner of practice
among evaluators. Subsequent reviews had
increasingly more material to consider, and
generally took a more positive view of the
situation. These reviewers argued that there
were, indeed, individual studies worth seri-
ous consideration, that important lessons had
been learned about how to undertake even
more trustworthy and illuminating evalua-
tions, and that future evaluations could, and
would, do a better job. (See, for example,
Blythe, Salley, & Jayaratne, 1994; Fraser,
Nelson, & Rivard, 1997; Pecora et al., 1995.)
Other reviews seemed a bit less sanguine
about whether the evaluation field would, in
the foreseeable future, be up to the task alto-
gether (Jacobs, Williams, & Kapuscik, 1997;
Chalk & King, 1998).

Each of these reviews discusses the
methodological limitations of the majority
of the studies available for examination.
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These include issues of research design, for
example, the absence of comparison or con-
trol groups, the small sample sizes of many
of the studies, the lack of knowledge of com-
parison group/control group activity, the nar-
row range of outcomes measured and the
choice of measures, and the choice of data
analysis strategies, among others. Short-
comings in program implementation are also
identified; these include the inability of pro-
gram personnel to target FPS to families
appropriately (to families at “imminent risk”
of placement), poor FPS service implemen-
tation by the program, and so forth.

Based on findings from the more rigor-
ous studies, the reviews draw essentially the
same conclusions about the effectiveness of
FPS. At best, FPS is seen to have small and
likely short-term effects on placement pre-
vention. FPS also may produce positive
effects in certain discrete areas of family and
child functioning. No substantial, enduring
effects on children, families, communities, or
agencies have been documented.

The individual studies that provide the
fodder for these reviews cluster, by the com-
plexity of their designs and by the period in
which they were undertaken, into three
groups, or “waves,” of activity. In essence,
these waves suggest a developmental tra-
jectory for the field of FPS evaluation. Below
I review this history briefly.1

The First Wave of Evaluations
The first wave of evaluations included those
undertaken from the late 1970s through the
early 1990s. These studies began as small
scale efforts, focused on individual pro-
grams; later, several programs within par-
ticular states were combined for investiga-
tion. A substantial percentage of these
evaluations were of the Homebuilders model
in Washington and Utah. Placement rates
and other system-based indicators (for exam-
ple, length of stay in out-of-home care, if
placed) were selected as the central outcome
measures; nonexperimental, post-test only
or pre- and post-test designs generally were
employed. For those studies relying on place-
ment rates, the post-test only designs were
believed to be stringent enough because,
given the “imminent risk” eligibility criteri-
on for entry into family preservation, the
assumption was that without the program the
placement rate would be close to 100 per-

cent. Thus, for example, any forestalling or
elimination of the need to place a child could
be legitimately claimed as a success.

This group of evaluations boasted
strongly positive findings, suggesting that
FPS was successful in avoiding placement
for at least two-thirds of all families involved.
These rates ranged from 75 to 93 percent of
families immediately after treatment
(Callister, Mitchell, & Tolley, 1986; Nelson,
1991; Pecora, Fraser, & Haapala, 1992;
Spaid & Fraser, 1991; Thieman & Dail,
1993); 86 to 100 percent of families three
months post-intervention (Bartsch &
Kawamura, 1993; Kinney et al., 1990); and
69 to 96 percent of families at one year after
the cessation of services (Bartsch &
Kawamura, 1993; Bath & Haapala, 1993;
Bath, Richey, & Haapala, 1992; Cunning-
ham et al., 1993; Haapala & Kinney, 1988;
Kinney et al., 1990; Nelson, 1990; Thieman
& Dail, 1992a, 1992b). FPS was also found
to be less costly when compared to provid-
ing foster care and other types of out-of-
home placement (Bartsch & Kawamura,
1993; Cunningham et al., 1993; Kinney et
al., 1990; Kinney et al., 1977; Nelson, 1990;
New York City Department of Juvenile
Justice, 1992, 1993).

Child welfare reformers were heartened
by these results, and it appears that they
added fuel to the growing movement in the
United States toward home-based child pro-
tection strategies. Toward the end of this
wave, however, methodological criticisms
surfaced. The lack of any, or of any reliable,
comparison data and the reliance on place-
ment rates as principal outcome measures
were among the most frequently cited
(Frankel, 1988; Rossi, 1992b). To the first,
the usually noted limitations of nonexperi-
mental design were applied. Without com-
parison data, claims of causal effects were
suspect. Rossi (1992b) was the first to sug-
gest that all families “at imminent risk”
might not actually have experienced place-
ment, and to ask how, in that case, the net
effect of the program could be determined.
Other factors could have accounted for the
impacts observed.

Rossi (1991, 1992a, 1992b), among oth-
ers, also raised concern about the choice of
placement rates as the measure of success.
He argued that these rates are not indepen-
dent measures of program effectiveness
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because of the many influences “outside the
program,” including political and judicial
forces, that affect policy and placement deci-
sions. For example, they may more accu-
rately reflect top-down agency directives
(“we are going to reduce placements”) than
“true” improvements in family life that obvi-
ate the need for child removal (Berlin, 1992;
Kirk, 1993). In addition, the focus on
reduced placement rates neglects the fact that
placement can sometimes be in the best inter-

est of the child (Berlin, 1992), and that
increased contact between workers and
clients during the course of FPS may actually
make family problems more evident and
placement more likely (Bath & Haapala,
1994). Later critics of FPS evaluation made
similar arguments (Schuerman, Rzepnicki,
& Littell, 1994; Littell, 1997; Fraser, Nelson,
& Rivard, 1997).

Even were these placement rates to be
considered appropriate indicators, the stud-
ies did not measure them consistently or
comprehensively. Blythe, Salley, and
Jayaratne (1994) noted that some studies
considered placement with a family mem-
ber an “out-of-home” arrangement while oth-
ers did not; many concerned themselves with
foster care placement only, failing to con-
sider placements in other systems of care
(i.e., mental health) or those placement deci-
sions made outside public systems altogeth-
er (i.e., child runaways).

Reducing placement rates was to have
direct effects on child welfare costs; indeed,
cost savings was a significant “selling point”
in the early days of promoting FPS. Several
studies in the first wave did report positive
results on this index. (See, for example,
Kinney et al., 1990.) However, the cost stud-
ies were relatively primitive in design. For
example, they assumed that all comparable
cases would have experienced placement had
they not been enrolled in FPS (Nelson,
1990). They only considered typical FPS
program and out-of-home placement costs,
not the other services and resources that may

have been utilized by the family (particular-
ly after termination from the program). And
because they generally only tracked fami-
lies for a short period after program termi-
nation, they could not account for the costs
incurred by families in which placement was
delayed but not eliminated (Frankel, 1988).

Even with the gift of hindsight, it is dif-
ficult to fault evaluators on their selection
of outcome indicators during this first wave.
Most of the programs in these early years
claimed reduced out-of-home placements
and child protective services costs as their
central, often only, goals. And perhaps
because program proponents were so con-
vinced that the case for FPS would be made
overwhelmingly, concern over the “finer
points” of design (e.g., the availability of
comparison data) was muted. Markers of
mediating effects—improvements in child
and family functioning, for example—like-
ly were not followed for the same reasons.
This, then, was a missed opportunity to gen-
erate program theory, which would have
come in handy in later outcome evaluations.

In a larger sense, the most crucial missed
opportunity in this first wave of studies was
the decision not to initiate serious qualita-
tive investigations of FPS. Had critical
assumptions about the program been stud-
ied—the extent to which it was enrolling
families at “imminent risk” of placement;
the extent to which families outside the inter-
vention were, indeed, being placed; the
extent to which the program was operating
as planned (for example, in the hours and
type of services being offered)—more accu-
rately designed evaluation in the next phase
might have resulted. Qualitative studies
might also have provided valuable demo-
graphic data on program participants, antic-
ipating later questions about the differential
effects of FPS. What was the overall profile
of families in FPS, and for which kinds of
families, with which kinds of children, locat-
ed in which kinds of communities, did it
seem to work? By “skipping over” many of
the knotty process and implementation ques-
tions so essential to understanding the pro-
gram, this wave of studies disadvantaged, in
a significant way, those that followed. The
field played “catch up” from that point on.

In summary, then, this first wave of
evaluations produced conditions that pro-
mote Type I errors (false positives). The
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studies demonstrated significant program
effects, but the designs were relatively weak
and the choice of outcome measures narrow.
While it is likely that FPS did affect place-
ment rates, based on these data, it is not pos-
sible to determine accurately the extent of
that effect.

The Second Wave of Evaluations
The second wave of evaluations responded
to many of the criticisms leveled at earlier
studies. During the 1990s, larger scale, con-
trolled studies were undertaken, usually by
state agencies or groups of programs.

A range of approaches to controls was
taken in these studies. Some used enhanced
nonexperimental designs, combining pre-
and post-testing of subjects with small com-
parison groups (Fraser, Pecora, & Haapala,
1991). More studies used quasi-experimen-
tal methods studying several types of con-
trol groups (see Rossi, 1991, 1992a, 1992b),
including unserved families (Fraser, Pecora,
& Haapala, 1991; Yuan et al., 1990),
matched or constructed comparison groups
(Schwartz, AuClaire, & Harris, 1991; Un-
iversity Associates, 1993), and retrospective
“randomly selected” groups of program
graduates and others (Collier & Hill, 1993).
Experimental designs with randomized con-
trol groups were attempted by several eval-
uators (Feldman, 1991; Henggeler, Melton,
& Smith, 1992; McCroskey & Meezan,
1997; Schuerman et al., 1993; Schuerman,
Rzepnicki, & Littell, 1994); the largest being
the statewide experiment with Illinois’
Families First conducted by Schuerman et
al. (1993, 1994).

Although placement rates and other
agency-based indicators continued as the cen-
tral measures of effects, these studies also
broadened the range of outcomes examined
to include measures of child, parent, and fam-
ily functioning. For example, various stan-
dardized measures were utilized to assess
child outcomes such as well-being (Berry,
1993; Feldman, 1991; McCroskey &
Meezan, 1997; Yuan et al., 1990), behavior
problems (Henggeler, Melton, & Smith,
1992; Hornick, Phillips, & Kerr, 1989; Wells
& Whittington, 1993), and social competence
and peer relations (Henggeler, Melton, &
Smith, 1992). Functional measures such as
juvenile rearrest, reconviction, and reincar-
ceration rates (Collier & Hill, 1993;

Henggeler, Melton, & Smith, 1992) were also
used. In addition, evaluations began includ-
ing parent and family measures, tapping
domains such as parent-child conflict (Wells
& Whittington, 1993), overall parental func-
tioning (Feldman, 1991; McCroskey &
Meezan, 1997; Schuerman et al., 1993;
Schuerman, Rzepnicki, & Littell, 1994),
stress and support (Feldman, 1991; Fraser,
Pecora, & Haapala, 1991; McCroskey &
Meezan, 1997; Schuerman, Rzepnicki, &
Littell, 1994; Wells & Whittington, 1993),
and family relations (Berry, 1993; Feldman,

1991; Fraser, Pecora, & Haapala, 1991;
Henggeler, Melton, & Smith, 1992;
Scannapieco, 1993; Thieman & Dail, 1992a,
1992b; Wells & Whittington, 1993).

The findings appear to have surprised
and disappointed program proponents. Few
statistically significant results, across all the
domains studied, surfaced. Furthermore,
even when effects were identified in a num-
ber of studies, they were countered by the
results of others (Chalk & King, 1998;
Pecora et al., 1995; Schuerman, Rzepnicki,
& Littell, 1994). For example, several stud-
ies showed significant differences in place-
ment rates between treatment and control
groups (Henggeler, Melton, & Smith, 1992;
Schwartz, AuClaire, & Harris, 1991), while
others did not (Schuerman, Rzepnicki, &
Littell, 1994; Schuerman et al., 1993;
University Associates, 1993; Yuan et al.,
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1990). Others, such as Feldman (1991),
found initial differences in placement rates
but the strength of the effect dissipated over
time. The only somewhat consistent statisti-
cally significant positive results were mod-
est improvements in certain discrete aspects
of child and family functioning.

In their fine review, Fraser, Nelson, and
Rivard (1997) suggest that the heterogeneity
of clients in FPS may obscure the placement
effects that are achieved for select subgroups.

For example, their meta-analysis finds that
“FPS appears to be moderately effective in
preventing the placement of children who
are in early adolescence and who are referred
for truant, oppositional, or delinquent behav-
ior” (p. 147). This conclusion is based on a
small subset of studies of family preservation
programs primarily designed for older chil-
dren (Fraser, Nelson, & Rivard, 1997). It
does, however, offer support, to the opinion
that had evaluators in this wave entered their
investigations searching for differential
effects—determined both by the character-
istics of the participants and the nature of
the actual intervention received—a greater
array of them might have appeared.

Although this wave of evaluations
addressed some of the more glaring method-
ological shortcomings of the earlier evalua-
tions, others came to the fore. These includ-
ed, for example, the lack of attention to
treatment fidelity and control group activity
(Littell, 1997; Schuerman et al., 1993;
Schuerman, Rzepnicki, & Littell, 1994; Yuan
et al., 1990), the inability to target services
appropriately to families “at imminent risk of
placement” (Blythe, Salley, & Jayaratne,
1994; Chalk & King, 1998; Schuerman,
Rzepnicki, & Littell, 1994), the failure to
address heterogeneity within the target pop-
ulation (Bath & Haapala, 1993; Fraser,
Nelson, & Rivard, 1997; Littell, 1995; Rossi,
1991; Wells & Biegel, 1991), sample sizes

too small to detect significant effects (Bath
& Haapala, 1993; Littell, 1995; Pecora et al.,
1995), and the differential attrition from
treatment and control groups (Blythe, Salley,
& Jayaratne, 1994; Feldman, 1991; Pecora,
Fraser, & Haapala, 1992).

There are at least two important aspects
to the issue of treatment fidelity. First, expec-
tations of effects from family preservation
initially were based on the Homebuilders
model. To the extent that evaluators sought
to measure effects from different, usually less
intensive, program models, they were, in
essence, changing the terms of the bargain.
Yet several, including the often-noted exper-
iment evaluating Illinois’ Families First, were
based on program models that departed sub-
stantially from that of Homebuilders (Littell,
1997; Schuerman et al., 1993; Schuerman,
Rzepnicki, & Littell, 1994 Henggeler,
Melton, & Smith, 1992). Second, even in
those studies of programs that purported to be
implementing Homebuilders or another spe-
cific model of family preservation, there was
insufficient attention to documenting the
extent to which the model was implemented
faithfully; wide variations across sites in mul-
tisite studies were common.

Documentation of the services compar-
ison groups families received also was lack-
ing. While all children with substantiated
maltreatment are served in some way by the
public child protective service system, sev-
eral studies in this wave failed to specify
which child protective, and other, services
were being used by clients in the control
groups. These services were simply
described, for example, as “traditional ser-
vices” (Blythe, Salley, & Jayaratne, 1994),
“existing community services” (Feldman,
1991), “usual services” (Henggeler, Melton,
& Smith, 1992), or as out-of-home place-
ments such as “foster care” (Collier & Hill,
1993; Schwartz, AuClaire, & Harris, 1991;
University Associates, 1993). It may be, in
fact, that the treatment and control groups
were receiving similar services, particularly
if the model of family preservation being
promoted by the child welfare agency was a
less intensive one, and other similar support
programs were available within the com-
munity (Yuan et al., 1990).

Lively debate has followed this set of
studies. For example, Julia Littell, a mem-
ber of Illinois’ Family First research team,
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takes issue with many of the methodological
criticisms levied against the experimental
studies of FPS programs (Littell, 1995). In
particular, she argues that (1) treatment
integrity is a “non-issue” since there cur-
rently exists no evidence of the superiority of
one treatment model over another, and (2)
undocumented control group activity is of
little concern since higher caseload sizes in
control groups limited opportunities for
workers to provide similar amounts of ser-
vice to control group members. In her view,
client heterogeneity has a minimal effect on
aggregate evaluation results, since few stud-
ies, including that of Families First, have
found differential effects for subgroups of
clients. She also views placement as an
appropriate outcome measure, so long as FPS
is seen as a means to prevent placements.

On the other hand, Howard Bath and
David Haapala, who participated in the devel-
opment and evaluation of Homebuilders,
believe that targeting problems reduced the
number of children and families that could
be studied, compromising the strength of sta-
tistical tests and the findings from subgroup
analyses (Bath & Haapala, 1994, 1995). In
addition, they argue that treatment inconsis-
tency and the practice of aggregating evalu-
ation data across sites and programs may have
decreased the researchers’ ability to test the
effectiveness of one specific type of inter-
vention, or may have “muddied” the differ-
ence between interventions provided to treat-
ment and control groups. This, then, would
have decreased the chance of finding true dif-
ferences between these groups (Bath &
Haapala, 1995).

Despite their differences of opinion,
both sets of researchers highlight the need
for a more in-depth examination of families,
program processes, and the service context
in which FPS programs operate, and for a
solution to the problem of how best to target
the right families for service.

Perhaps the most damaging shortcoming
of the second wave studies as a group, was
their assumption that families “at imminent
risk of placement” were the ones being
served in FPS. As it turns out, this criterion
has proven difficult, in fact virtually impos-
sible, to apply consistently across cases and
workers. On the one hand, workers appear
reluctant to use it for many families they per-
ceive as needing services often only available

through family preservation. On the other
hand, families thought to be at imminent risk
of placement by one worker often are not
ultimately placed (Chalk & King, 1998;
Feldman, 1991; Schuerman et al., 1993;
Schuerman, Rzepnicki, & Littell, 1994;
University Associates, 1993; Yuan et al.,
1990). The placement rates of control groups
bear out this fact.

First wave research found that treatment
group families had low placement rates.
Studies conducted during the second wave
found that control group families also tend-
ed to remain intact, with placement rates
ranging only from 7 to 24 percent (Feldman,
1991; Schuerman et al., 1993; Schuerman,
Rzepnicki, & Littell, 1994; University
Associates, 1993; Yuan et al., 1990). Even
when caseworkers paid special attention to
the level of imminent risk of placement of
families included in evaluation studies, it
remained extremely difficult to assure that
all entrants were at a high level of risk, and
that treatment and control groups were equiv-
alent in terms of their risk. For example,
while caseworkers in the study of Michigan’s
Families First claimed that 96 percent of
families in treatment and control groups were
at risk, only 24 percent of matched compar-
ison children were placed during a one-year
period following the intervention (University
Associates, 1993). This program implemen-
tation problem has held serious consequences
for evaluations seeking to establish the effec-
tiveness of FPS.

Even with hindsight, the continued lack
of serious focus on collecting critical imple-
mentation data through this second wave of
studies is mystifying.2 Program administra-
tors must have suspected, at least, that there
were problems with the “at risk” classifica-
tion system. And they also might well have
known that some sites were more closely
implementing the specific model than oth-
ers. Evaluators, for their part, must have
known that programs are rarely implement-
ed faithfully, and in a program’s diversions
from its model are useful pieces of informa-
tion for practitioners and evaluators.
Furthermore, good evaluation requires one to
“unpack” the black box of services—to
understand exactly what has been provided
to whom, in what intensity over what dura-
tion. Otherwise, the assertion that a certain
program did or did not work is a specious
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one. And given that so much of the success
of these evaluations rested on the correct
families being enrolled, attention to program
sensitivity (including all possible members

of the target population) and specificity
(excluding those outside the target popula-
tion) would have necessarily been of para-
mount importance. The time to discover that
many local FPS programs were not enrolling
families at imminent risk of placement was
not at the end of a series of costly evalua-
tions, but in their early phases.

The findings from the second wave of
evaluations suggest that family preservation
does not have broad, significant effects on
children, families, or child protective service
system behaviors. However, given the inabil-
ity of the programs to implement the target-
ing component faithfully, and the addition-
al methodological problems that emerged,
these results may represent Type II errors
(“false negatives”). That is, there may well
have been many significant effects from the
programs, but the research has been unable
to capture them. This appears a relatively
common situation for complex social pro-
grams (Posavac & Carey, 1989).

The Third Wave of Evaluations
Recent evaluation efforts have brought fur-
ther refinements in evaluation questions,
research design, outcome measurement, and
analysis (Bell et al., 1996; McCroskey &
Meezan, 1997; Pecora et al., 1995; Schuer-
man et al., 1995; Schuerman, Rzepnicki, &
Littell, 1994, Littell, 1997).3 But large-scale
external evaluation of FPS has tailed down
some, perhaps in anticipation of the multi-

year, multisite, federally-funded National
Evaluation of Family Preservation and
Reunification Services.4 The national eval-
uation is designed to measure effects in the
areas of placement prevention, length of stay
and subsequent placements, and family func-
tioning. It focuses on the differential effects
of FPS on subgroups, intending to identify
the characteristics of “successful families”
and the complement of services that are
offered them (Schuerman, et al., 1995). Data
on a wide range of program and child wel-
fare system variables are being collected, so
that a fuller picture of influences on FPS suc-
cess can be produced. The evaluation also
includes a series of cost studies to determine
which combination of services appear most
cost-effective.

Five sites were selected to participate
in the national evaluation. These include four
FPS program sites—Louisville/ Lexington,
KY; Memphis, TN; seven counties in New
Jersey; and Philadelphia, PA—and one fam-
ily reunification program site in New York
state. In an effort to compare different service
models, the evaluators chose three FPS sites
that are implementing the Homebuilders
model and one that is using another
approach. Control group members receive
ordinary child welfare services, so there is
no “no treatment” group, but the services
used by control group members will be
tracked in the same way as services for the
treatment group (Cook, personal communi-
cation). To ensure that targeting problems
do not interfere with the evaluation design,
sites were required to develop and imple-
ment strategies to ensure that all cases meet
the criteria for “imminent risk.” Over the
course of the evaluation, Westat is monitor-
ing sites for compliance with these criteria
and with random assignment procedures
(Schuerman, et al., 1995; Bell et al., 1996). 

THE BOTTOM LINE ON
EFFECTIVENESS
Family preservation services do not appear
to have a significant effect on placement rates,
although future subgroup analyses by child,
family, and program characteristics may yield
more promising findings on this score. Several
studies found modest positive effects in dis-
crete areas of child and family functioning,
and it appears likely that some improvements
in these areas do redound to FPS. Powerful

10 Chapin Hall Center for Children | DISCUSSION PAPER

The findings from the second wave of 
evaluations suggest that family preservation
does not have broad, significant effects on 
children, families, or child protective service
system behaviors. However, given the inability
of the programs to implement the targeting
component faithfully, and the additional
methodological problems that emerged, these
results may represent Type II errors (“false
negatives”).



effects generally have emerged from less
“powerful” designs, but the more powerful
designs have their own methodological lim-
itations, and are cumbersome and expensive
to implement. FPS does not appear, at this
point, to be “the” solution to the problems
besetting the child welfare system or the fam-
ilies within it.

These evaluation findings provide only
very modest support for FPS. Nonetheless,
there continues to be broad-based, ongoing
support for family preservation services as a
necessary, in fact critical, offering in the
child protection armamentarium. For exam-
ple, at the same time as the National Re-
search Council/Institute of Medicine’s 1998
report concludes that it is “difficult to deter-
mine their [IFPS] impact on children’s out-
comes as well as on placement rates and lev-
els of family functioning” (Chalk & King,
1998, p. 8), it also asserts that, “intensive
family preservation services may provide
important benefits to the child, family, and
community in the form of emergency assis-
tance, improved family functioning, better
housing and environmental conditions, and
increased collaboration among discrete ser-
vice systems” (p. 8). Therefore, intensive
family preservation services “represent an
important part of the continuum of family
support services...” (p. 302).

I agree with these seemingly paradoxi-
cal conclusions. I assume that FPS works for
many families, and fails others. These results
likely depend on complicated interactions
among characteristics of the enrolled fami-
lies—their particular strengths, needs, hopes,
and life circumstances; their contexts or
“holding environments”—their neighbor-
hoods, informal support systems, the net-
work of accessible community-based ser-
vices; and the FPS program itself—its
duration, intensity, quality, and the nature of
the relationship established between FPS
caseworker and family. These interactions
have not been studied sufficiently to provide
much guidance to policy makers and pro-
gram administrators; perhaps the current
national evaluation of FPS will shed more
light on them.

How are we to understand this paradox:
equivocal findings, on the one hand, and con-
tinued support for programming, on the
other? Two plausible answers come to mind:
First, family preservation programs have yet

to be evaluated adequately; they should be
given the benefit of the doubt. And second,
research has only limited direct impact on
policy anyway. I discuss each of these ideas
briefly below.

FPS Has Not Been Adequately
Evaluated
Evaluation theorist Carole Weiss (1998) sug-
gests two core explanations for “no effects”
findings in evaluation research. The first is
“theory failure”—that the theory on which
the program is built is simply incorrect, and
the second is “implementation failure”—that
the program was not implemented faithfully
enough to demonstrate whatever effective-

ness, if any, does exist. In earlier work
(Jacobs, Williams, & Kapuscik, 1997), we
added a third possible explanation, “evalua-
tion failure.” In this instance, the research was
not conducted in such a way as to surface
whatever effects might have been present.
The first explanation of “no effects” would
suggest that the findings are correct, while the
other two suggest that the findings may not be.
Let’s consider these three explanations for the
case of family preservation services.

Is there a theory failure in FPS? Is this
service model based on erroneous concep-
tions of how individuals, families, and sys-
tems change, and what is needed to sustain
change? Are there fundamental errors in the
attendant assumptions about what consti-
tutes a minimally acceptable home environ-
ment for children? The answer to these ques-
tions is “maybe, we don’t know.” 

FPS is rooted in crisis intervention the-
ory, which is essentially disequilibrium the-
ory in system-theory terms. The notion is that
a system (for example, a family), is most
amenable to real, sustainable change when it
is in dire and disorienting circumstances.
Having a child at “imminent risk of place-
ment” is such a situation for a family. Brief,
intensive adult-oriented casework, combined
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with instrumental supports, help to construct
and stabilize the “new order.” The reconsti-
tuted family then may be quickly and respect-
fully given back its autonomy. There is a
great deal of face validity to this theory.
Indeed, it informs popular approaches to psy-
chotherapeutic practice (for example, brief
strategic therapy), and to organizational con-
sultation and management. But applied to
families in family preservation services, it
lacks an essential ingredient: there is little
acknowledgement of child and family devel-
opment in it. Not all families at imminent
risk of placement are alike. Those with infants
might need a different constellation and dura-
tion of services than those with acting-out
adolescents. Younger parents may need more
support, over a much longer period of time,
than older parents. Getting “in and out”
quickly may be precisely the wrong strategy
for certain families. And using the standard
model of service in communities where there
are few supports available to pick up where
FPS leaves off might be particularly dis-
couraging to families that are starting to man-
age well but need continued help. Coleman
and Collins’ (1997) qualitative study of over
100 parent participants in family preserva-
tion services makes a similar point. When
asked in interviews what they did not like,
or did not find helpful, in FPS (a six-week
program), the response was as follows: 

Not surprisingly, the most common com-
plaint about the program concerned the
length of the service. While voiced slightly
more often by parents of behavior problem
children, both groups [behavior problem
children and abused children] disliked the
brevity of the treatment, with all agreeing
that the program was too short... “In a
while, things were okay, more positive, but
after a month or so, the same problems
recurred. One reason I don’t think the prob-
lem got better is that the program is not
long enough. It doesn’t affect long-term
resolution or healing” (pp. 268-269).

Therapists applying crisis intervention
theory would argue that “helpers” who stay
too long become inducted into whatever sys-
tem they are trying to help change, ultimately
disabling the members and undermining the
change process. This notion certainly sounds
sensible, but given how notoriously under-
researched psychotherapy is, one could hard-
ly claim it as fact. It might be true for certain

families, under certain conditions, and not
for others. And perhaps it is precisely those
parents wishing to modify the model, who
change their parenting conduct according to
a different calculus. Until family preservation
can explicate its theories of change for dif-
ferent types of children and families in a way
that can be studied—or at least discussed
and contested—one has to question its appli-
cation to all families at imminent risk.

Have there been implementation failures
in FPS? The answer here is an unequivocal
“yes.” Numerous commentators have also
drawn this conclusion, so I will not dwell on
it here. Suffice it to say that there are few
aspects of the model that have been docu-
mented as consistently implemented across
the programs that have been studied. Applying
the criterion of imminent risk, maintaining
the recommended intensity of service, gar-
nering follow-up support services for fami-
lies after FPS, are among the most often men-
tioned in this regard. This is not to say that
many organizations or programs are not striv-
ing to implement their models faithfully and
are doing so successfully along a variety of
program dimensions. But that evidence is not
available in published outcome studies.

FPS proponents and researchers might
also have to entertain the notion that FPS
actually cannot be replicated as planned
across localities, counties, and states. After
reviewing the evaluations of six nationally-
implemented demonstration home visiting
programs, Gomby, Culross, and Behrman
(1999) come to this rather disappointing, but
likely realistic, conclusion for those enor-
mously popular interventions. After report-
ing that once families were enrolled, “they
received on average half the number of
scheduled visits, no matter what the intend-
ed frequency of visits was” (p. 16), and that
enrolled families did not attend group meet-
ings as they were meant to do, the authors
conclude that,

[T]he consistency with which this occurs
across the models suggests that this [low
levels of involvement] is a real phenome-
non in the implementation of home visiting
programs, not just the result of poor imple-
mentation of particular program models or
specific program sites. Families are either
not willing or not able to take as much of
the service as is intended by program
designers (p. 16).
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Of course, much more must be known
about the implementation of FPS before one
would arrive at this conclusion. But if the
expected results rest on implementation of a
model of service that cannot realistically be
standardized, then one of two changes is in
order: Either the model should be altered and
a new approached tried, or the expectations
should be altered, acknowledging the
strengths and limitations of the service as it is
currently being implemented. But these rec-
ommendations pertain to a time in the future.
There is no question that at present, wide-
spread implementation failures have occurred. 

Have there been evaluation failures in
FPS? We can offer an unqualified “yes” here
as well. There have also been evaluation suc-
cesses—that is, there are evaluations with
reliable and interesting results, evaluations
that raised important questions, and evalua-
tions with thoughtful and creative designs
that moved the field forward. Some of what
are considered failures are understandably
flawed early attempts to hit a moving tar-
get—to capture the essence of an exciting,
innovative intervention that was launched
and replicated quickly. But there have been
some persistent blind spots in evaluation
efforts, and some reluctance to admit the lim-
itations inherent in conducting certain kinds
of FPS evaluations at particular moments in
the program’s development. The current
national evaluation promises to correct many
of these problems, but one would have to
decline to decide the fate of FPS based on
the body of available evaluations. 

Research Has Only Limited
Direct Impact on Policy
Although researchers might want it to be dif-
ferent, direct, instrumental use of evaluation
for policy decision-making is not common-
place. The policy process and the research
process operate on different schedules, with
different goals, different masters, and differ-
ent criteria for success. Weiss’s (1983) par-
adigm for understanding how policy makers
use information is instructive here. She iden-
tifies three forces that influence policy—ide-
ology, interests, and information—and sug-
gests that these forces need to be in some
consonance in order for policy to develop.
The converse also seems to be true. It is

unlikely that a policy direction would be
derailed by virtue of pressure from a single
source. In this context, then, research—even
high quality research—would not hold sway
on a policy issue if it flew in the face of pop-
ular beliefs or powerful political interests.
Rogers (1995) similarly considers “observ-
ability” (the extent to which results of inno-
vations are observed and communicated to
others) as only one of five attributes that
determine the adoption of innovations.

Evaluators have long been aware of the
danger of irrelevance. Indeed, in an attempt to
increase the pertinence of evaluation to poli-
cy makers and program administrators, Patton
(1997) and others developed a more “user-
friendly” orientation-utilization-focussed eval-
uation. This approach puts a premium on use;
evaluators are urged to identify specific eval-
uation consumers, work with them on devel-
oping an evaluation agenda, and then make
certain that the evaluation produces results
that fit their needs for information. This seems
like good advice, though high profile evalu-
ations with many potential users might find it
difficult to satisfy them all. Nonetheless, the
fact that evaluations, by themselves, usually
suffer from lack of use, not from overuse, is
the point to make here.

The stunning policy breakthrough ef-
fected by FPS proponents in the early 1990s
was based in politics, not science; to the min-
imal extent that research helped to make the
case, it was used selectively and oppor-
tunistically. Our continued, virtually unblink-
ing support for out-of-home placement as a
prime child protection strategy is further evi-
dence of the relatively minor role that eval-
uation plays in supporting even large-scale
human service interventions. Many com-
mentators of different stripes (for example,
Chalk & King, 1998; National Family
Preservation Network, 1999) have noted that
the “effectiveness” of foster care has never
even been scrutinized. One might argue that
it is so consonant with broad social values
and is represented by such powerful inter-
ests, that evaluation research is seen as either
wholly unnecessary, or simply impossible
to undertake. It is, then, easy to understand
why broad support for family preservation
can operate alongside evaluation findings
that might suggest caution and reappraisal. 
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THE FUTURE OF FPS
EVALUATION
Notwithstanding the many real signs of FPS
evaluation fatigue, rumors of its death are
premature. In fact, while external evaluation
efforts have fallen off in recent years,
demands for outcomes-based accountability
in child welfare have, if anything, increased
since the mid-1990s. For example, the 1997
Adoption and Safe Families Act requires
states to maintain data systems that can mea-
sure performance and track outcomes. This
is not so much the paradox it appears to be.
It has been established as valuable practice
for public agencies to collect data, over time,

that can be useful both for monitoring ser-
vices and for capturing what may possibly be
program effects at a systems level (such as
changes in child protection recidivism rates).
This is due in part to the creative and per-
sistent efforts of child welfare evaluators
such as C. Lynn Usher, Peter Pecora, and
their colleagues. (See, for example, Pecora et
al., 1996; Usher, Gibbs, & Wildfire, 1995;
Usher, Wildfire, & Gibbs, 1999.) State child
welfare agencies have accepted the need for
thoughtfully developed and well-maintained
management information systems, and the
value of using data to reflect on practice and
policy. Reports of these evaluation activities
likely will not be published in scholarly jour-
nals, but it appears that many “site based”
evaluations will ensue. This is a positive
legacy of the era of FPS evaluation.

My final bit of advice on FPS evaluation
is the following: Set realistic expectations
for both programs and their evaluations.

As Monday morning quarterbacks, we
know now that FPS was greatly oversold as
a program strategy. Given the range and
diversity of families involved, the child wel-
fare system as it was constructed at the time,
the absence of community-based services to
pick up where family preservation services
left off, FPS could not possibly have
achieved the benefits that were touted to the

public. And, as we have learned with other
social programs, the higher the expectations,
the more intense the feelings of disappoint-
ment when they are not realized.

Yet proponents of FPS did achieve some
remarkable results. At the time that FPS burst
on the scene, federal funding for child pro-
tection services for seriously troubled fam-
ilies was almost wholly for out-of-home
placement, “back-end,” services that were
not preventive in any sense. The early pro-
gram-initiated evaluations of family preser-
vation suggested that it was possible to inter-
vene earlier, in a different way, with families,
and that those interventions were better for
the family members and potentially less
expensive to the system. The opportunity to
support a successful, new genre of child pro-
tective service, more respectful of family
and community, attracted proponents from
all quarters. In the swell of optimism about
family preservation, a new service option,
lodged within the generally conservative,
inflexible child welfare system, was institu-
tionalized.

Now that FPS is institutionalized as a
core component of child protection services
across the country, it is time to tone down
the rhetoric about its impact. Modest, real-
istic statements of effects are more likely to
garner additional support than the wildly pos-
itive statements made by program advocates
fifteen years ago.

Evaluators should also take the vow of
modesty. As a field, evaluation has come to
acknowledge, however slowly, the limita-
tions of both conventional and newer
approaches to establishing the effects of
social programs. FPS evaluators should
reflect this refreshing turn to modesty in all
aspects of their work. There are certain effects
we can attempt to measure, but for others, no
sound measures exist. There are certain ques-
tions we can reasonably hope to answer, but
others require technical expertise or support
that may be beyond us personally, or beyond
the present capacity of the field. There are
conclusions based on our data that are rea-
sonable to make, and others we are tempted
to make that overstate what we know. In a
field as contested as this one, less is more.

It is perhaps true that modesty suits cer-
tain developmental periods better than oth-
ers. Modest promises on the part of program
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advocates might not convince legislators to
initiate funding for seemingly worthy efforts;
likewise, modest promises on the part of eval-
uators might not garner the support, finan-
cial and political, for their important long-
term work. Bravado rather than caution may
be necessary in the early stages of develop-
ment. Thankfully, both family preservation
and the field of evaluation are past their child-
hoods; realistic appraisals of the value in each
of these efforts should now dominate.

There is, of course, a larger context for
this discussion that must be noted. Some of
the impetus for overpromising results from
family preservation, or home visiting, or
family support, or even community-based

child protection initiatives is that, as a soci-
ety, we care so little for poor children that
we refuse to invest in them without the
“hype.” We want to yield extraordinary ben-
efits at a bargain price, and we want scien-
tists to validate that we got good value. We
don’t want to confront poverty directly—
that would require fundamental, structural
changes—so we approach it weakly and
obliquely—through social services of one
type or the other. But all these programs are
sorely constrained in their bids for effec-
tiveness until we make a decision truly to
invest in these families and children. And
what is needed for that to occur is not better
science; it’s better values.
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ENDNOTES

1 Significant portions of this discussion of the three waves of FPS evaluation are presented in two
other documents: Jacobs, Williams, & Kapuscik (1997), and Jacobs & Kapuscik (2000).

2 To suggest that additional process evaluation is needed does not diminish the fact that there
have been a number of interesting process-oriented studies of aspects of FPS over the years. For
example, Bath & Haapala, (1993), Coleman & Collins (1997), Drisko (1998), Staff & Fein
(1994), Thiemann & Dail (1997). Evaluations have addressed a variety of process questions
related to program implementation, characteristics of the client population, group differences,
and other issues. Unfortunately, what appears to be missing are in-depth process studies that
assess the faithful implementation of program models (with regard to targeting, service intensi-
ty/duration, etc.) and that have had an observable, subsequent impact on the conduct of further
evaluation or the structure of programs. We hope that the national evaluation underway will be
able to put their process studies to good use in examining outcomes and contextualizing evalua-
tion findings.

3 Evaluations of family reunification programs using FPS technology, while not the subject of
this review, have contributed to this progress in research as well.

4 The study is being conducted by Westat, Inc., in association with the Chapin Hall Center for
Children at the University of Chicago and James Bell Associates, Inc.
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