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Background: The Seattle Youth Violence Prevention Initiative (SYVPI) was established in 2009 to reduce youth
violence in Seattle. The budget for SYVPI has grown from $3.3 million in 2010 to $5.7 million in 2015. The Mayor’s
proposed 2016 budget includes $5,869,624 for SYVPI. In addition, the Seattle Police Department has budget
authority for four School Emphasis Officers and a Sergeant who support SYVPI. Since its inception, SYVPI has had
two stated goals:
•
•

Reduce juvenile court referrals for violence by 50%.
Reduce middle school suspensions and expulsions for violence by 50%.

The staff who designed SYVPI chose to address these goals by focusing on youth ages 12-17 in geographic focus
areas of Central, Southeast, and Southwest Seattle. SYVPI indicates that its priority populations include:
1. “Youth convicted multiple times and released from supervision by the state or county or who are under
minimal supervision and are considered to be at continued risk to re-offend.
2. Youth arrested for crimes that do not meet the juvenile detention intake criteria and are released back into
the community.
3. Middle school youth at risk of multiple suspensions for incidences related to violence or chronic truancy.
4. Youth and their associates who are victims of violence and may seek retaliation.
5. Gang-involved youth.”
Conclusions: In 2013, the Seattle City Council asked the Office of City Auditor to develop an overall evaluation
strategy for SYVPI and to evaluate two of its components: Street Outreach and School Emphasis Officers. This paper
briefly summarizes two key conclusions from the four reports on SYVPI that we have published since 2013:
1. Changing adult-run systems can yield positive results for youth, and
2. Support from City leaders can help ensure that efforts are focused and effective.
Our conclusions recognize that SYVPI’s two stated goals are not direct indicators of youth violence. Rather, they
are measures of penalties generated by the criminal justice system and schools. Nonetheless, research indicates that
these penalties themselves can cause harm to youth and actually increase criminal offending over time. Therefore,
it is important to reduce court referrals and suspensions/expulsions to reduce long-term harm to youth. For this
reason, the City should consider an approach to reducing youth violence that includes addressing the institutional
factors that contribute to school suspensions and court referrals. Additionally, it is important for the City to develop
a more systematic approach to ensuring that the prevention services it provides actually reach the subset of Seattle
youth who are the most vulnerable to violence, and that the City commits to rigorously evaluating its efforts to
ensure that they are effective.
The four reports that we have published regarding SYVPI are available at http://www.seattle.gov/cityauditor.
•
•
•
•

Logic Model and Evaluation Strategy for the Seattle Youth Violence Prevention Initiative (SYVPI) - January 31, 2013
Supporting a Future Evaluation of the Seattle Youth Violence Prevention Initiative (SYVPI) - October 24, 2014
Process Evaluation of Seattle’s School Emphasis Officer Program
The City of Seattle Could Reduce Violent Crime and Victimization by Strengthening its Approach to Street Outreach
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1. Changing Adult-Run Systems Can Yield Positive Results for Youth
SYVPI focuses on individual youth, but its goals won’t be realized without changes in the
institutional systems that generate court referrals and school suspensions/expulsions.
SYVPI seeks to reduce juvenile
court referrals and school
suspensions/expulsions by
attempting to change the
behavior of individual youth.
The approach does not
address the impact of the
adult-run systems that
generate court referrals and
school suspensions or
expulsions. Our reports
describe this misalignment of
SYVPI goals and strategies.
Further, recent presentations
from the Oakland Unified
School District show that

City Councilmember Bruce Harrell introduces Oakland Unified School District
representatives to a crowd at South Shore PK-8 School. Oakland has reduced
suspensions by half since 2010. Photo: City of Seattle Office of City Auditor

changing the adult-run
systems can result in

justice referrals, factors which

suspensions or expulsions for

significant positive outcomes.

can, and frequently do, result

violence) and the work that

in an inequitable application

SYVPI actually does

of these penalties. In fact,

(providing youth with services)

when last reported by SYVPI

in our first paper to the City

in 2013, suspensions/

Council regarding SYVPI in

expulsions had increased in

January 2013

SYVPI’s current interventions
are designed to connect youth
with services that promote
their development, including
mentoring and jobs. While
these services are important
for youth who might
otherwise have barriers to
these opportunities, this
strategy does not address
issues with the criminal justice
system or the schools.
In other words, this approach
does not account for the
institutional factors that
contribute to school
suspensions and criminal

SYVPI’s focus areas. And
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decreased, SYVPI has been
unable to determine the effect
that its individually-based
approach has yielded toward
systematically reducing court
referrals or school
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Since then, we have identified
an approach that is having
much greater success. This is
the systems-change approach
to reducing suspensions used
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institutional bias and the need
for systems change.
Subsequently, they have
implemented a four-pronged
evidence-based approach that

The Oakland model illustrates
how making institutional
changes can have a positive
impact on youth. If the City is
still interested in the SYVPI
goals of reducing court
suspensions/expulsions, it

working on changing their
schools’ culture, reforming

2. Support from City Leaders Can Help Ensure that Efforts are
Focused and Effective
The City needs to take additional steps to ensure that services are provided to those who will
benefit the most and that we can evaluate our results.
In 2014 and 2015, we published

an evaluability

three reports on SYVPI. These

assessment for SYVPI

reports all concluded that more
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services are reaching those
most vulnerable to violence,
and more work is needed to
evaluate the effectiveness of
City programs. Our
recommendations have been
accepted by SYVPI and the
Seattle Police Department. The
work ahead will require strong
City leadership support to
strengthen youth violence
prevention efforts and ensure
that they are effective.
In October 2014, we published
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concluded that due to a
number of issues with
the design and
implementation of
SYVPI, including issues
with their data system, a
rigorous evaluation of

SYVPI Street Outreach staff collaborated
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protocols to document their work and
track outcomes. Photo: Office of City
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While initial steps have been

strengthen the City’s approach
to youth violence prevention

from our SYVPI Evaluability
Assessment, our School
Emphasis Officer Assessment,
and Street Outreach
Assessment have been
accepted by SYVPI and the
Seattle Police Department. The
City Council, with its interest
in whether the City’s youth
violence prevention efforts are
effective, can also play an
important role to ensure that
the recommendations are
implemented.

Office of City Auditor’s Research & Evaluation Process
•••

In 2009, the City Council asked the City Auditor to develop the capacity for program evaluation because it
wanted to know whether City programs were accomplishing their intended goals. This question can be best
answered through rigorous scientific program evaluation. Recognizing that program evaluation can be costly
and may require specific expertise, our office has developed working partnerships with leading researchers and
research institutions. We have also sought federally-funded sources of technical assistance from government
agencies.
This research brief summarizes work that we have contracted with George Mason University, the University of
Maryland, MEF and Associates, and Arizona State University. In addition, it reflects work that we have
developed with free federal technical assistance from the Bureau of Justice Assistance, the Centers for Disease
Control, the National Gang Center, and the Office of Justice Programs Diagnostic Center. We received
additional input on draft materials from researchers at institutions including the University of Washington and
John Jay College of Criminal Justice.
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