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Opening up the “Black Box” in Evaluating Neighborhood
Problems: The Implementation Process in Israel’s Ryject
Renewal

Rachelle Alterman

How successful is a particular neighborhood pro@raifhis question poses a
special challenge for evaluation research. Thmepdemonstrates how
implementation analysis can be utilized to reinéattte evaluation endeavor.
Israel’'s Project Renewal is the laboratory. Aargé-scale national program that
encompasses most towns in Israel, it provides Wvaprograms can: the
possibility of studying a large enough sample afjnleorhoods to cover diversity,
yet in the context of a small, unitary-system coytitat provides the canopy of
shared national policy, institutional structure aalinistrative norms.

CHARACTERISTICS OF NEIGHBORHOOD PROGRAMS

Neighborhood programs usually share several characteristics.
These are very different from the characteristics of, say, a nutrition
program for the aged poor. Whereas traditional evaluation research
may be the best methodology for evaluating single-purpose, targeied
programs, neighborhood programs require a different approach.

First, neighborhood programs are usually broad-aimed: They seek
to accomplish a variety of goals on many fronts so as to change the
interdependent characteristics that make up a neighborhood in distress.
This means that they do not call for a single well-defined outcome
that can be easily measured. Second, often the goals are not fully
articulated, tend to be specific to each neighborhood, and change with
time. Third, the problems that the program seeks to solve often in-
clude "wicked problems" and "meta-problems" (Rittel and Webber, 1973;
Cartwright, 1973) whose atiributes, extent, and possible cures are not
fully understood. Fourth, being area-based, neighborhood programs are
likely to cater to a variety of populations, rather than to specific
groups with shared problems. Some of these groups may have conilict-
ing interests, and might perceive the program’s goals, as well as its
accomplishments, in different ways.

Last, for the implementation of their broad-ranging goals,
neighborhood programs are likely to require changes in the existing
modes of decision making in agencies currently delivering services in
the neighborhood; for example: better coordination, greater



accessibility to residents, or a higher capacity to tolerate innovation.
After all, the existing administrative modes might themselves have
been part of the problem—an expression of the greater dependency of
the poor on government services and of their lesser capacity for
leveraging power. Certain institutional and administrative changes may
therefore be counted as substantive ocutcomes.

Project renewal is Israel's ambitious program for uplifting poor
neighborhoods. With the first batch of neighborhoods entering in
1878-80, today the project encompasses some 90 neighborhoods and is
Israel’s major social and housing program, covering approximately 15
percent of the couniry’s popuiation. The project calls for a concerted
onslaught on each neighborhood, offering programs in housing and
infrastructure improvement, educational enrichment, welfare, social and
community activities, health care, and lately also modest beginnings in
economic development and job training.1 Project Renewsl thus
embodies the special characteristics of neighborhood programs with
highlighted contours.?

INTRODUCING IMPLEMENTATION ANALYSIS
INTO EVALUATION RESEARCH

Many of the problems with traditional evaluation research arise
from its focus on the assessment of outcomes and its concern with
proving a causal relationship, while ignoring the process that produced
these outcomes (Alterman, Carmon and Hill, 1984). After many decades
of reigning supreme, this approach has in recent years been criticized
for being oblivious ic the neads of decision makers, often remaining
unused; for taking too long and costing too much (Wholey, 1979); for
ignoring the goals of participants other than the legislators and high-
level officials (House, 1980); for assuming a set of fixed goals which In
practice soon drit along and become remoided (Kress, Koehler and
Springer, 1981); and for possibly ignoring important happenings while
busy with sophisticated {and costly) testing.

An alternative approach, process evaluation, has been gradually
evolving in recent years. it has been tagged by one author as "revi-
sionist” (Sharp, 1981). This approach is more utilization-focused,
sometimes preferring shortcuts and qualitative analysis of outcomes
over costly methods that might take a long time to yield results
(Wholey, 1979; Patton, 1978, 1980; Madsen, 1983). It argues that the
obsession of traditional evaluation research with proving a causal link
nas led it to view the implementation process as a "black box" which
is of interest only in its outpuls. Rather than relying solely on
experimental or quasi-experimental research design to bridge the long
span between planning intent and outcomes, this approach opts for a
"close-causation” alternative that focuses on the series of steps leading



1o outcomes (Thomas, 1981). It thus alleviates the burden of finding 2
causal link based on the outcomes only.

Yet the methodolegy of process evaluation has often been intui-
tive, yielding an avalanche of descriptive data of the "who said what
o whom" genre. A more analytic base can be found in the adjacent,
yet separate, field of implementation analysis (recently summed up in
Sabatier, 1986). However, it has largely been incognizant of its affinity
to evaluation research and its capacity to step in and fill the method-
ological gap by systematically ifluminating the black box of the imple-
mentation process (Alterman, 1982, 1983). In the research approach
adopted for evaluating Project Renewal, we grafted implementation
analysis onto evaluation research, relying on it to expose and evaluate
the decision process in carrying out the program.

APPROACH TO IMPLEMENTATION ANALYSIS OF PROJECT RENEWAL

The central questions asked in analyzing the implementation
process of Project Renewal were: to what extent have the operational
principles of the project been met through the institutions created and
the decisions made? Have they operated well enough to enable the
project to produce outputs that can be expected to lead to the desired
outcomes? An ancillary question was: to what extent can the changes
preduced in institutional structure or modes of decision making be
regarded as substantive cutcomes in their own right?

What should be the methodology for studying implementation?
Currently, there are two competing points of views in the field of
implementation analysis (Aiterman, 1983). One approach which has
come from American theorists over the past decade judges implementa-
tion by the degree to which decisions of lower-order agencies have
furthered or inhibited fulfillment of some formal policy. (Examples of
research adopting this point of view are Pressman and Wildavsky, 1973;
Van Meter and Van Horn, 1975; Montjoy and O'Toole, 1979; and most
distinctly, Sabatier and Mazmanian, 1981.) TH® approach has been
called "top-down" by a group of British theorists who claim that
viewing all subsequent decisions in light of the formal policy is an
artificial and fruilless task, for it ignores the independent Iife that
the implementation process takes on. These scholars would rather
focus on the dynamics of actual actions and responses, each within its
own context (Barrett and Fudgs, 1981).

Both approaches have merit, and future directions of theory
should search for a synthesis (Sabatier, 1986). While recognizing the
importance of the formal policy as a reference point for evaluation, a
combined approach should also be able to assess the impact of the
formal policy from the bottom up-the perspective of the action
context where the policy is carried out.







































