








Strength-Based Instruments

Juvenile justice practitioners and
policymakers are showing increasing
interest in “strength-based” instru-
ments that emerged from the drug
prevention movement of the 1960s
and were supported by the positive
psychology movement in the 1990s.
These instruments measure both
negative and positive influences

on a youth’s behavior by including
protective factors to assess the level
of risk for delinquent behavior. This
approach represents a paradigm shift
from a medical model focusing on
problem assessment and remediation
to a model stressing the develop-
ment of assets.

Strength-based instruments can
create a well-balanced assessment
by expanding, strengthening, and
improving the juvenile justice sys-
tem’s capacity to include the positive
factors that affect a youth and the
youth’s family, peers, and comm-
unity—in addition to accounting for
risk factors. These types of instru-
ments hold great promise for assess-
ing girls’ risk for delinquency, but
their gender performance has not
generally been examined.

Of the 73 instruments with favorable
gender information, many measure
protective or positive factors, but only
4 are intentionally strength-based:
the Youth Correctional Offender
Management Profiling for Alterna-
tive Sanctions (see table 1), the San
Diego Risk and Resiliency Checkup
(see table 1, this instrument is juris-
diction-specific), the Behavioral and
Emotional Rating Scale-Second Edi-
tion (see table 7), and the Personality
Research Form-E (see table 9). These
four instruments are either explicitly
characterized as strength-based or
use descriptive language that reflects
strength-based philosophies (e.g.,
referring to protective factors or mak-
ing a point of measuring positive
youth development rather than disor-
dered behavior).
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These instruments come with certain
benefits, including that they—

m Typically have extensive research
behind them.

B Frequently allow for the possibil-
ity of developing jurisdiction- and
population-specific scores.

B Often allow for computerization of
individual scoring.

B May provide for staff training.

Practioners must weigh the benefits of
using commercially available instru-
ments against the sometimes con-
siderable costs. Expenses can include
the original purchase, administration
costs for each individual assessed, and
the cost of training staff or contracting
with trained professionals to adminis-
ter the instrument.

Using an instrument in the public
domain (i.e., a “free” instrument) may
also come with some costs. Costs
may be associated with local valida-
tion should a jurisdiction choose

to implement an instrument in the
public domain for which gender per-
formance is unknown. When deciding
whether to invest in a commercial
instrument or use a free instrument,
practitioners will need to assess a
wide variety of cost considerations
and weigh these expenses against the
consequences of not considering gen-
der performance at all.

Recommendations for
Practitioners

Practitioners who want to assess
girls’ risks and treatment needs accu-
rately face considerable barriers and
unknowns. This Bulletin provides
information about many instru-
ments and whether they evaluate
girls appropriately. Many instruments
are available, however, and litera-
ture on the subject is expansive and
ever-growing. Local juvenile justice
systems and community prevention
programs should consider the follow-
ing issues when selecting and admin-
istering instruments:
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Selecting Appropriate Risk and Needs Assessment Instruments

When selecting an instrument, ask the following questions:

What do we want to accomplish? What are the decisions we want to make? Do
we want to do an initial screening or an assessment? Are we trying to find an
instrument to do an initial screening to decide who might need further assess-
ment or are we doing an assessment to determine who needs treatment or
followup care?

Are we interested in assessing a single factor or a host of factors? Are we inter-
ested in screening for either substance abuse or suicide risk or for multiple men-
tal health risks, such as psychosocial functioning across a variety of contexts?

Who do we want to assess—every child referred or a certain subgroup? Are we
going to administer this instrument to every referred child or just those who meet
certain criteria or are flagged by a screening tool?

What will be the source of the information—information in the case file or a per-
sonal interview? If an interview, with whom? How accessible are the parties being
interviewed, particularly if we are not interviewing the youth who is central to the
case?

Will it be easy to fold the interview protocol into the ongoing system processing?
How hard will it be to actually integrate the instrument into ongoing policies and
procedures?

Who will administer the instrument? Will administration involve many staff within
the system? Will it involve general intake staff, case supervision staff, or special-
ists? What kinds of special training will these staff need? Will administration be
contracted outside to a special vendor?

Has the instrument we are considering actually been used in a juvenile justice
population? Has it been used on girls?

How well does the instrument work for various racial and ethnic populations? Is
the instrument culturally appropriate for the types of clients we serve?

Has the instrument been normed or validated? If so, on what population? Was
the sample representative?

Has the instrument been shown to be reliable and valid? In other places that have
used the instrument, has there been agreement on scoring between staff admin-
istering the instrument? Does the instrument provide consistent results when
administered multiple times? How difficult is it to determine what the instrument
is asking? Does it measure what it is supposed to measure?

What are the costs of purchasing or using the instrument? Is it in the public
domain, or must it be purchased? What are the startup or per-use costs? What
are the costs associated with training existing staff or hiring trained staff?

The instrument’s purpose. When
selecting instruments, practitioners
must ensure that the instrument’s
purpose and their own reason for
using it match. For example, they
should not use a diagnostic-focused
instrument to determine risk because
these instruments were not devel-
oped to determine risk behaviors.
Conversely, using a predictive risk
assessment tool may not be sufficient
to determine appropriate treatment
for offending youth. Before making
specific decisions about which instru-
ments to select, practitioners may
want to organize a planning session
with staff who work with juveniles

to discuss screening and assessment
needs and solicit input on what is
working and what is not.

Gender performance. Practitioners
should check current instruments
against the information contained

in this Bulletin and consider selecting
those with favorable gender-based
performance over instruments with
unfavorable, mixed, or unknown
gender-based performance.

Cost. Despite the obvious expenses
associated with commercially
available instruments, they should
not be automatically dismissed,
especially because many of the
gender-appropriate instruments
reported here are not in the public
domain. The benefits of purchasing
commercially available instruments
typically include training for staff and
custom norming. Practitioners should
weigh such benefits against the inter-
nal costs they would incur during
instrument development, validation,
and training.

Local validation. A jurisdiction should
not use an instrument developed



in a different jurisdiction without
subsequent validation in its own
population. Practitioners must locally
validate instruments because the
statistics used to develop an instru-
ment will fit the given distribution of
a sample. Additionally, the specific
scores assigned to individual items or
questions and the total score will
better reflect jurisdiction-specific
policies and characteristics if the
instrument has been validated in the
local population.

Nonetheless, adopting extant instru-
ments is a feasible and practical
approach if—

B The instrument was developed
through an adequate research
process that used appropriate
validation techniques when
tested in its original jurisdiction.

B The new jurisdiction begins to
collect data so that the instru-
ment can be validated with its
own population.

Conclusion

The information contained in this
Bulletin is meant to be a useful addi-
tion to the resources already avail-
able to practitioners, which include
online and published instrument
reviews. Examining gender issues
across a wide variety of instruments
has been an initial step in document-
ing what is known about gender and
highlighting what remains unknown.
Although the primary audience of
this Bulletin is juvenile justice practi-
tioners, researchers and instrument
developers interested in effective
measurement may also find it useful.
Researchers and instrument develop-
ers may want to ensure that gender-
based information is clearly presented
in their research publications, as well
as in instrument manuals and Web
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sites. This will make it easier for prac-
titioners to determine which instru-
ments work best for girls.

Endnotes

1. The impetus for this increased
focus was the 1992 reauthoriza-
tion of the Juvenile Justice and
Delinquency Prevention Act of
1974, which required states to
provide details regarding their
plans for addressing gender bias.
This Act, which governs OJJDP’s
operations, was reauthorized
most recently in 2002. The 2002
Act specifies that State plans
addressing the use of Title II For-
mula and Block Grants should
include “a plan for providing
needed gender-specific services
for the prevention and treatment
of juvenile delinquency.” [42
U.S.C. 5633(a)(7) (B)(ii)]

2. In general, the distinction
between “sex” and “gender” is
that sex is biologically deter-
mined as either male or female,
whereas gender refers to the psy-
chological, social, and cultural
aspects of being male or female.
In this Bulletin, we follow the
convention of using “girls” when
speaking of the specific group of
concern, but also use “gender” to
refer to the more general concept
of male/female identity.

3. OJJDP asked the Girls Study
Group to examine risk and needs
assessment tools used for delin-
quency prevention, interven-
tion, or treatment purposes and
to determine their applicability
for girls in light of the Group’s
findings. This review focuses
on instrument performance as
it relates to gender only. A full
instrument review could cover
a wide variety of topics to deter-

mine the potential usefulness

of an instrument, including
instrument purpose, whether it
is a static or change measure,
the constructs measured, the
demographic and geographic
representativeness of the sample
used to develop the instrument,
psychometrics (how reliable and
valid the instrument is), and
degree of specificity and sensitiv-
ity. A full review would also ad-
dress more practical information
such as reading level, available
languages, number of items, time
to administer, cost/availability,
required training, original and
revised publication dates, and
version history. Although some
of this information is available
on the companion Web site, a
review of this depth was beyond
the scope intended by OJJDP for
the GSG.

. The treatment-focused instru-

ments tend to be normed, whereas
the risk assessment instruments
tend to be validated.

. The term “validation” is also

used when describing treatment-
focused instruments, but serves a
different purpose in this case. In
general, validation refers to the
process of determining whether
an instrument measures what

it is supposed to measure. For
treatment-focused instruments,
validation determines how well
the instrument identifies the
needs or conditions it was devel-
oped to identify or diagnose. For
risk assessment instruments, vali-
dation determines how well the
instrument predicts risk.

6. Assessing delinquent youth with

instruments that were originally
intended for general populations
may not always be appropriate,
and the consequences of doing
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so are unknown. However, there
may be instances in which an
instrument of a specific type is
needed, but no instruments of
that type have been developed for
or tested in juvenile justice popu-
lations. In such instances, the
benefits of using a standardized
instrument developed for another
population may outweigh the
risks of using an instrument that
was not specifically intended for
use with juvenile delinquents.
This is especially true if the stan-
dardized instrument is gender
appropriate.

. These tended to be instruments

identified by practitioners and
instruments mentioned only by
acronym in article abstracts.

. Several instruments could have

been grouped under multiple
categories.

Although these combination
instruments can screen for treat-
ment needs, they primarily deter-
mine risk, which is what sepa-
rates them from the “pure” needs
assessments described in the next
section.

One risk assessment instrument
authors examined, the Struc-
tured Assessment of Violence
Risk in Youth (SAVRY) (not listed
in table 1), claims it can be used
to assess either male or female
adolescents, but the developers
have not yet analyzed gender dif-
ferences in the instrument’s items
or questions. However, the instru-
ment’s manual notes items or
questions where general research
indicates that a particular risk
factor may operate differently for
males and females.

One additional instrument in the
needs assessment category, the

Global Appraisal of Individual
Needs (GAIN) (not shown in table
2), reported that gender-based
norms were being developed.
These norms were not available
at the time of the review.

12. Some instruments in this cate-
gory were excluded because they
are intended for use only with
boys.

13. Although self-concept and
self-esteem have not generally
been shown to be risk factors
for deliquency, these qualities
may serve as protective factors
for delinquency. This area was
included in the review because
it is a commonly studied mental
health area.
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