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THE MITRE CORPORATION’S NATIONAL EVALUATION OF THE CAREER
CRIMINAL PROGRAM: A DISCUSSION OF THE FINDINGS

ELEANOR CHELIMSKY* AND JUDITH DAHMANN**

The federal career criminal program sponsored
by the Law Enforcement Assistance Administra-
tion (LEAA) is designed to improve the adminis-
tration of criminal justice by focusing prosecutorial
resources on the serious repeat offender. The pro-
gram was announced in 1974. By mid-1975, ten
programs had been funded and were in operation,
and in April 1976, the MITRE Corp. received a
grant to conduct a national evaluation of the pro-
gram.! The evaluation was to define and examine
the effects of targeted prosecution of career crimi-
nals. This was accomplished through an intensive
analysis of program processes and effects in four
jurisdictions.

A number of factors contributed to the shape of
the evaluation plan. The first factor was the state
of knowledge concerning anticipated program ef-
fects at the time the program was developed and
the evaluation was designed. Career criminal pro-
gram planning was influenced by local initiatives
in career criminal prosecution and by research
findings that suggested a large potential payoff for
such initiatives. The bulk of the available empirical
research suggested the existence of a pool of re-
cidivist offenders who were assumed to be respon-
sible for a disproportionately large share of crime.
LEAA’s analysis of available data concerning the

* Director, planning and policy analysis, and principal
investigator for the career criminal program evaluation,
MITRE Corp.; President-elect, Evaluation Research So-
ciety of America.

** Group Leader, MITRE Corp. Ms. Dahmann is
currently assisting the National Institute of Justice to
develop an agenda for research in victimology.

! Among the documents produced for this evaluation
were: E. CHELiMsky & J. Danmann, FiNnaL ReporT: Na-
TIONAL EvALUATION OF THE CAREER CRIMINAL PROGRAM
(MITRE Corp. Publication No. MTR-80W000555,
1979); E. CueLimsky, J. Danmann & J. Sasry, The
NaTioNAL-LEVEL EvALUATION OF THE CAREER CRIMINAL
Procram: Concepr anD Pran (MITRE Corp. Publica-
tion No. MTR-7355, 1976); J. Daumann, E. ALBRIGHT,
L. Harpacre & L. RusseLL, SiTE SELECTION FOR THE
NaTioNAL-LEVEL EvaLuaTiON OF THE CAREER CRIMINAL
Procram (MITRE Corp. Publication No. MTR-7346,
1976); J. Danmann & J. Lacy, CriMiNAL PROSECUTION IN
Four JurispicTiONs: DEPARTURES FROM RouTiNe Pro-
cessING IN THE CAReer CrmMinaL Procram (MITRE
Corp. Publication No. MTR-7550, 1977).
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performance of the Bronx District Attorney’s Office
with selected major offense cases demonstrated that
cases accorded special prosecutorial attention were
treated more severely than were cases handled in
a routine manner. However, career criminal cases
and routine cases differed in a number of respects
in addition to the way in which they were prose-
cuted. What was lacking in the Bronx analysis was
an adequate basis for comparison from which one
could determine whether, and to what extent,
prosecutorial performance with career criminal
cases represented an improvement over what would
have happened with such cases in the absence of
any special program. The key evaluation or knowl-
edge need was that of a baseline for evaluation.

Secondly, certain program characteristics were
central to the approach taken in the evaluation
plan. Because of the single, unifying concept of the
program—the focusing of prosecutorial resources
on the serious repeat offender—and because of
agreement between federal and local officials and
agreement between researcher and practitioner
actors about this concept, general goals for the
program could be proposed. However, the substan-
tial differences that existed among localities in the
routine processing of criminal cases and the high
degree of local involvement in defining critical
features of individual career criminal programs
posed difficulties for any attempt to aggregate data
across sites. Individual jurisdictions had different
target population definitions, different program
activities (or “treatments”), and different baseline
performance levels. Given this jurisdictional vari-
ability, it was necessary to examine and account
for individual differences in conducting the na-
tional evaluation.

Finally, the program was already operational in
anumber of jurisdictions at the time the evaluation
was planned. Consequently, it was understood that
the evaluation approach would have to be adapted
to meet program constraints.

These three factors—the lack of an adequate
baseline for comparison, the inability to aggregate
data meaningfully across sites, and the timing of
the evaluation—influenced the decision to base the
research design for the evaluation on an intensive
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analysis of four jurisdictions. A single methodology
was developed and, with some adaptation, applied
to the analysis of the four programs. This repeated
case-study approach was selected because it al-
lowed for a close and sensitive analysis of the
realities of targeted prosecution as implemented in
different criminal justice contexts while, at the
same time, providing some comparability among
the locally based analyses through the similarity
maintained in the structure of these analyses, The
evaluation attempted to ask similar evaluation
questions, formulated in the same way, of the four
programs, in an effort to identify the range of likely
program inputs and effects across the four.

The evaluation was completed in November
1979, and the findings can be summarized best by
presenting them as four basic sets of assumptions
underlying the program: first, the existence, the
identifiability, and the criminal justice contact
with a subpopulation of serious, repeat offenders
who commit a disproportionate amount of crime;
second, the ability of the prosecutor to provide
specialized, intensified attention to a select sub-
group of criminal defendants; third, the impact
that specialized prosecutorial attention might have
on the performance of the criminal justice system;
and fourth, the impact on crime of the incapaci-
tation effect achieved through increasing the con-
viction rate and the length of incarceration of this
active subpopulation of criminal defendants.

THE CAREER CriMINAL TarGET PoPuLaTION

The first set of assumptions concerned the career
criminal target population itself: that such a sub-
group existed, came into contact with the criminal
justice system, and could be isolated for special
handling. While this evaluation did not address
directly the major questions relevant to the issue of
who career criminals are and how they may be
identified, the results of the evaluation nonetheless
shed some light on what happens when these as-
sumptions are accepted and local agencies are
given the opportunity to define and identify for
themselves their local career criminal populations.

The prosecutors in the four jurisdictions en-
dorsed the concept of isolating the most serious
subpopulation of their criminal defendants for spe-
cialized attention. However, there was considerable
diversity among the four offices in how they de-
fined their career criminal population. None of the
four were concerned specifically with any quanti-
tative prediction of the likely future criminality of
the population they had identified, a key element
in translating targeted prosecution into crime ef-
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fects. Rather, the offices either directed their atten-
tion solely toward past repeaters or toward the
most “serious” portion of their criminal defendant
population, “serious” being defined by a complex
of factors identified by the prosecutorial staff, based
on their experience with case prosecutions. None
of the offices utilized information derived from
research in other jurisdictions; indeed, at the time
these programs were beginning, little research in
this area was available. Even had it been available,
however, it is not clear that it would have been
used. Most jurisdictions appeared to appreciate the
opportunity to define for themselves the character-
istics of those defendants to receive special atten-
tion.?

Allowing for local autonomy in defining the
target population appears to have aided in pro-
gram acceptance, implementation, diffusion, and
institutionalization. At the same time, however, it
has fostered diversity among the career criminal
populations selected for special handling, none of
which were defined on the basis of predictions of
recidivism. Thus, there was some tension between
the program’s crime reduction objective and the
desire for the program to be institutionalized suc-
cessfully. While local autonomy ensured the pro-
gram’s popularity, it also contributed to a some-
what lower likelihood of crime-level effects.

TARGETED PROSECUTION

A second major assumption underlying the pro-
gram was that the prosecutor would be able to
provide specialized prosecutorial attention to a
selected target population of defendants. In all four
jurisdictions, special career criminal units were cre-
ated, and career criminal cases were prosecuted by
these units well within the timetables anticipated
within their grant applications. To some extent,
these four may represent a select subgroup of the
programs since they were selected for inclusion in
the national evaluation because they were fully
operational. Nonetheless, general observation of
the program in other jursidictions suggests that
they are more typical than not and that implemen-
tation quality in the program has been very good.

There are a number of factors that have contrib-
uted to this implementation success. First, the ma-
jority of the program activities are within the juris-
diction of a single agency—the prosecution—and
can be administered through changes in internal

21t has been suggested by local personnel that it was
this flexibility in target population definition that made
the career criminal program of interest to them in the
first place.
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office operations. The importance of this factor
appears in its true perspective only when one con-
siders the minimal progress made in improving
coordination between the police and the prosecutor
except in those situations in which police investi-
gators were attached to the prosecutor’s office.

Another important consideration here is the au-
tonomy given the local prosecutors in designing the
program’s activities. To a large degree, individual
prosecutors were given a free hand to develop a
program of activities that would promote the iden-
tification and special handling of their targeted
caseload. Each office was encouraged to examine
its routine operations and identify those areas
where special attention could benefit case prose-
cution. In effect, prosecutors were given additional
support to prosecute a high priority subgroup of
cases in a manner that they felt appropriate, a
manner that—were it not for heavy caseloads,
limited resources, and other system constraints (..,
court organization)—they might choose for their
total caseload.

In this context, each prosecutor’s office imple-
mented a set of activities which, in varying degrees,
differentiated the prosecutorial handling of target
career criminal cases from the office’s routine case-
load. The activities typically implemented in the
four programs were continuous case handling by a
single attorney or team of attorneys, reduced case-
loads, increased investigative support, more strin-
gent plea bargaining policies, efforts to increase
incarceration and to reduce processing time. All
the activities focused on improving case prosecu-
tion once an arrest had been made and a decision
to pursue the case had been reached. This set of
activities reflects the range of alternative strategies
that were available to prosecutors in the four juris-
dictions. To a large extent, all represent an inten-
sification of effort or organization rather than any
radical departure from the kinds of activities nor-
mally undertaken for routine prosecutions. This
factor may explain the limited changes observed in
selected measures of criminal justice system per-
formance as a result of the program.

CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM PERFORMANCE

Inherent in the program design, and crucial to
its logic, is the assumption that making changes in
the method and management of the prosecution of
a subgroup of criminal cases will result in changes
in the performance of the criminal justice system
with respect to these cases. In this evaluation, four
areas of potential program effects on criminal jus-
tice system performance—mode and type of dis-
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position, strength of conviction, severity of sen-
tence, and length of processing time—were exam-
ined for the four evaluation sites.

The analysis results showed that few changes in
disposition mode and type, (i.e., conviction rates,
plea rates, trial rates, and dismissal rates) of career
criminal defendants were associated with the career
criminal programs analyzed. Improvement in the
strength® of career criminal convictions was ob-
served in two jurisdictions, an improvement accom-
panied by the imposition of longer sentences for
career criminals in one site. No increases in inca-
pacitation rates were observed in any of the four
sites; three of the four places were incapacitating
career criminals at a high rate (90%) before the
program. Processing time showed an improvement
in one jurisdiction with notable delay problems.

These specific findings suggest that increasing
prosecutorial attention on a high priority subset of
the criminal caseload may not increase the convic-
tion and incapacitation rates for those high priority
cases. On the other hand, there is some evidence
that the program can increase the strength of the
convictions obtained and that it can result in longer
sentences being imposed where sentences are tied
to the conviction charge.

Expectations for system-performance effects in
the career criminal program were based on a num-
ber of assumptions concerning the current status
and potential of prosecutorial efforts. First, the
program concept presumed that, because of re-
source constraints, the prosecutor was not doing all
that could be done to pursue career criminal cases
and that there was room for improvement in the
way the criminal justice system responded to these
career criminal prosecutions.

Regarding system outcomes, the analysis results
suggest, however, that this was not the case in
several specific instances in the four evaluation
sites. Most notable was the case of incarceration
rates. A review of baseline incarceration rates for
career criminals® indicated that these criminal jus-
tice systems already may have been acting in as
vigorous a manner as possible to respond to the
seriousness of the defendants convicted in career
criminal cases. In places such as these, little pro-
gram impact is likely, thus, some preprogram anal-
ysis may be called for to suggest more appropriate

3 Strength of conviction refers to the degree of the
convicted offense. For example, conviction of assault with
a deadly weapon is a more stringent conviction than
conviction of simple assault.

4 Three of the four sites reported a baseline incarcera-
tion rate for convicted career criminals of 90% of more.
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target populations, 7.e., offenders with a low prob-
ability of conviction or incarceration without the
program treatment. Several other instances of high
baseline performance were also observed. For other
jurisdictions, while the baseline levels of perform-
ance may not have been notably high on an abso-
lute scale, it is possible that these levels represented
close to the maximum level of performance that
reasonably could have been expected from the
criminal justice system in that place, and that
prosecutor initiative may have had little effect on
these levels due to the context and constraints that
bound his actions.

This raises questions regarding the second major
assumption underlying the expected program im-
pact on criminal justice system pérformance—that
the prosecutor is in a position to effect the kinds of
changes envisioned for the program. As the process-
analysis component of the evaluation demon-
strated in all four sites, and as is the case generally,
the prosecutor is embedded in a system bound by
legislative and administrative regulation, a system
to which he must react to the extent of his ability.
In this sense, the career criminal program has
provided prosecutors with resources to improve
their ability to react to the demands of the system
in terms of selected priority cases. What is in
question is whether improving their ability to man-
age target caseloads can be expected to influence
certain criminal justice system outcomes.

Given the highly structured environment in
which the prosecutor operates, it is understandable
that the majority of the career criminal program
activities have involved changes in the internal
operations of the prosecutor’s office, operations
over which the prosecutor can exercise control,
rather than involving the prosecutor’s relationship
with other agencies of the criminal justice system.
The jurisdiction of the prosecutor, along with his
current policies and management practices, de-
fined the arena for program initiatives. In the four
evaluation sites, the program treatment was ap-
plied only to cases that would have been prosecuted
by the local office regardless of whether the pro-
gram had been undertaken. Further, in most cir-
cumstances in these four sites, program attention
began at the point at which the prosecutor rou-
tinely would have taken cognizance of the criminal
matter. Within this framework, the programs at-
tempted, by providing more time and support to
the prosecutorial staff and by allowing for more
continuity in staff involvement with individual
cases, to improve the quality of career criminal
case preparation. In some cases, the program also
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attempted to exercise control over dispositional
practices through policies limiting plea bargaining.
In this context, the evaluation examined the im-
pact of these changes on criminal justice system
performance.

Across the four sites the greatest prosecutorial
leverage was in affecting the strength of convic-
tions. By providing the prosecutorial staff with
time, resources, and the opportunity to follow a
case from intake to disposition, it became possible
for the prosecution to uphold a policy of no plea
bargaining. Other impact measures, such as con-
viction rates, may be determined by factors outside
the control of the prosecutor (e.g., availability of
witnesses, strength of evidence). Therefore, if the
goal is to increase conviction rates, enhancing the
prosecutor’s ability to prepare and prosecute cases
in a career criminal program may not be an ap-
propriate method of effecting changes in this mea-
sure.

Program effects on sentencing, among the four
site results, appeared most clearly in that jurisdic-
tion in which the strength of convictions was in-
creased and sentence lengths were tied by law to
the charges of conviction. In San Diego, which had
an indeterminant sentencing system, increases in
the strength of convictions were accompanied by
longer sentence lengths as would be expected. But
in the other sites, where an independent judicial
determination of minimum sentences was made,
program effects were not clearly obtained, even in
the site where increases in strength of conviction
were observed. In some cases, slightly longer sen-
tence lengths for career criminals appeared to be
due largely to factors other than the program. The
absence of a clear program effect on sentence
lengths may be due to the possibility, suggested by
other research,’ that judges impose sentences based
less upon the conviction charge than upon infor-
mation pertaining to defendant characteristics and
to the criminal act itself, information that is largely
unaffected by prosecutorial efforts.

It is unclear to what extent these specific pro-
grams and the limited system performance results
associated with them represent a realistic approxi-
mation of the kind of impact other prosecutorial
efforts might have on alternative target popula-
tions in these sites. Whether more effort, a different
configuration of project activities, or a different
target population would lead to different results
cannot be determined from this research. It is clear,

5 See L. WiLkins, J. Kress, D. GoTTrREDSON, J. CALPIN

& A. GELMAN, SENTENCING GUIDELINES: STRUCTURING Ju-
piciaL Discrerion (1978).
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however, that the belief that simply providing the
prosecution with added resources will produce di-
rect effects on criminal justice system performance
measures does not fully consider the complexities
of that system and the limited role that the prose-
cution plays in its operations.

CriME LeveL ErrecTs

The last assumption underlying the career crim-
inal program linked anticipated changes in crimi-
nal justice system performance to crime-level effects
through the increased incapacitation of serious re-
peat offenders. As the above discussion has shown,
no increases in the incapacitation of career crimi-
nals were observed in the four sites analyzed. In
the absence of the critical linking element of crim-
inal justice system performance changes, crime-
level effects due to incapacitation cannot be dem-
onstrated in these four jurisdictions. The signifi-
cantly longer sentence lengths observed in one
jurisdiction may, if sentenced offenders do in fact
serve longer sentences, translate into crime-level
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effects. Such effects would not be observed until
the release time of these offenders, a time removed
from the period covered by this evaluation.

The expectation of measurable crime-level ef-
fects of a program that is internal to the criminal
justice system may not be reasonable given the
scope and context of program activities. Even if
improvements in system performance (e.g., in-
creased incapacitation) had been observed, linking
such changes to crime levels would have been
difficult given the marginality of program treat-
ment,® the potential countervailing actions of the
corrections subsystem, and the possible recruitment
of new career criminals as the older serious offend-
ers were removed from circulation. These problems
of assessing the crime impact of a program with a
limited thrust implemented in a complex environ-
ment were further compounded by analytical prob-
lems in measurement of crimes “saved.”

6 Program attention was provided to a relatively small
group of criminal defendants who would have been
subjected to routine criminal prosecution without the

program.
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