Veterans Justice Programs Program Evaluation

The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) has made a commitment to end Veteran homelessness by 2015.  A key component to ending homelessness is prevention.  VHA’s Veterans Justice Programs (VJP) are a core component of VA’s homelessness prevention strategy.  The goal of VJP is to identify Veterans involved in the criminal justice system and engage them in VA services and treatment at the earliest possible point to both prevent their homelessness and end their contact with the criminal justice system.  

VJP has two components, Veterans Justice Outreach (VJO) and Health Care for Reentry Veterans (HCRV).  Begun in FY 2006, HCRV serves Veterans who are incarcerated in prison as they prepare to reenter their communities.  Started in FY 2009, VJO serves Veterans involved in encounters with law enforcement, overseen by treatment courts, and incarcerated in local jails.  
Veterans are estimated to constitute approximately 10% of the population of each component of the justice system, and approximately 80% of justice-involved Veterans are likely eligible by military discharge status for VHA services.   A substantial proportion of these Veterans are homeless or at-risk-for homelessness:  37% of Veterans seen through VHA’s Veterans Justice Program’s (VJP) Healthcare for Reentry Veterans (HCRV) program and 53% of Veterans seen through Veterans Justice Outreach (VJO) program were homeless or at risk of homelessness. 

VJP outreach, linkage, and brief case management are needed to connect these Veterans from the justice system to VA and community services.  Such services are now provided by 44 VA HCRV and 172 VJO Specialists, the two programs that comprise VHA Veterans Justice Programs.  

The reach of VJP Specialists is extensive.  Since its implementation in 2007, over 52,000 unique Veterans have received prison reentry planning and linkage services from HCRV and, since the beginning of VJO in 2009, over 54,000 unique Veterans have received jail reentry and VA-court coordination services from VJO (VISN Support Services Center data cube, August 26, 2012).  HCRV now serves about 9,000 Veterans annually, and VJO serves over 20,000 Veterans annually, a number expected to grow significantly.

VJP’s mission in service to justice-involved Veterans includes the development of systems for program evaluation to answer three critical questions for justice-involved Veterans:

· Is VJP doing what it is intended to do? 

· Is the current VJP/VA approach effective?

· How can VA augment and improve VJP?

Homelessness, disabling physical and mental health problems (including substance abuse), employment disruption, and lack of income are common chronic problems for the majority of justice-involved Veterans, and these problems require extended rehabilitation to achieve recovery and stabilization for Veterans.    And, for criminal recidivism – rearrest, reconviction, resentencing, and reincarceration – rates are high:  A 2002 U.S. Department of Justice Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) study of 3 year recidivism used as the “yardstick” for rehabilitation in the field found that 68% of inmates were re-arrested for new offenses, 47% re-convicted for a new crime, 25% re-sentenced for a new crime, and 52% were back in prison for a new crime or violation of parole.  BJS data indicates that Veterans have less extensive criminal histories than non-veterans with approximately one-third of Veterans having no prior incarceration sentences or probation:  However, two-thirds of Veterans do have priors and time served by Veterans – average of two years – are longer than non-Veterans, both of which entail significant reentry issues.  Studies of repeat offenders examining rehabilitation and recidivism have consistently found that several years are needed to “desist” from re-engagement with the law and achieve stable and productive community functioning:  The most prominent example is the National Institute of Justice-funded RTI SVORI (Serious and Violent Offender Reentry Initiative) multistate reentry program evaluation of 2,300 offenders that concluded:

“…follow-up periods of more than 2 years may be necessary to observe positive effects on criminal behavior and criminal justice system interaction, as the strong effects observed at 56 months were not observed at 24 months after release...”  (Lattimore et al, 2012, p. vi.)

Given the chronicity of this range of problems and the need for extended intervention, Veterans Justice Program services in combination with extended VA and community services are needed to show impact on Veteran outcomes over time.  

Because status at time of discharge for any given program or service is an invalid indicator for services to this population, longitudinal evaluation of effectiveness of intervention measured across a range of outcomes and services over time is required to answer the program evaluation questions above.   

Funded by VHA Homeless Program Office and as a collaboration with VHA’s  National Center on Homelessness and Northeast Program Evaluation Center,  VA’s Veteran Justice Programs  has contracted with Policy Research Associates (PRA), a nationally and internationally recognized leader in technical assistance and research in the behavioral health field,  for implementation and operations of a program evaluation to determine the impact of VA and community services for Veterans seen through Veterans Justice Programs outreach in jails, prisons, and courts.  In order to recruit sufficient numbers of Veterans for valid statistical analyses and to produce a high degree of representativeness of results, the evaluation will be implemented and operationalized at five sites.

Policy Research Associates will complete program evaluation data collection involving consent to participate in the evaluation, a baseline interview and follow-up interviews at 6, 12, 24 and 36 months post-baseline.  Veterans will be recruited for the study from 5 large city catchment locations: Salt Lake City, UT; Palo Alto, CA; Chicago, IL; Bedford, MA; and Houston, TX.  PRA will interview 300 justice-involved Veterans at each location, for a total of 1,500 Veterans and 7,500 baseline and follow-up interviews.  

The program evaluation is designed to assess the characteristics and needs of the Veterans receiving VJP services, and to examine the effectiveness and impact of VJP services on justice-involved Veterans released from prisons or jails, or engaged in treatment courts in relation to their community adjustment (housing, sobriety, mental and physical health, employment/income, and family) and criminal justice (recidivism) outcomes.  The interviews are comprised of standardized questions addressing baseline and follow-up domains of the program evaluation.

The program evaluation contract was awarded 9/30/13.  Data collection will begin in early 2014 and continue through 2017.
In Brief:
Background

· VHA’s Veterans Justice Programs (VJP) are a component of VA’s homelessness prevention strategy.  

· VJP mission: identify Veterans involved in the criminal justice system, engage them in VA services to prevent homelessness and end contact with the criminal justice system

· One of VJP’s goals is program evaluation to determine if VJP is performing as intended, uses an effective approach, and to augment and improve VJP.
Broad Project Details

· Program evaluation has been in development since 2012

· Operationalized through a contract signed at close of FY 2013

· Evaluation sites: Salt Lake City, Palo Alto, Chicago, Bedford, and Houston

· PRA will interview Veterans at baseline and conduct follow-up interviews at 6, 12, 24 and 36 months post-baseline
· Data collection is planned to begin in 2014 and continue through 2017
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