
Overview
Counties invest more than $550 billion annually in local communities to deliver essential front-line services, such 
as those integral to health care, public safety, and justice.1 Charged with this responsibility, county leaders aim to 
provide the most effective services to residents while faced with significant challenges. 

Local leaders often have inadequate tools to make sense of existing evidence on public programs, or lack the 
data collection and oversight systems to track and optimize the programs they deliver. As a result, county leaders 
sometimes rely on historical precedent and anecdote when allocating resources rather than on data and evidence to 
ensure that those programs will generate positive outcomes for residents and make the most of limited resources.
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To help address these challenges, county leaders are increasingly turning to evidence-based policymaking—
the systematic use of findings from program evaluations and outcome analyses—to guide policy and funding 
decisions. Targeting resources to programs with demonstrated value and tracking their performance and 
outcomes can help county leaders invest in cost-effective services, enable innovation, and strengthen 
accountability. Improved access to research on public programs and advances in technology have made it more 
practical than ever for leaders to use evidence to guide policy and funding decisions.

Counties are uniquely equipped to carry out key elements of evidence-based policymaking, including ensuring 
that effective programs are identified and successfully implemented. Their relatively smaller size and close 
relationships with service providers, agency leaders, and other stakeholders can help counties work to solve 
policy problems quickly and secure support, buy-in, and coordination for their efforts. In “Evidence-Based 
Policymaking: A Guide for Effective Government,” the Pew-MacArthur Results First Initiative provided an 
overview of the five key components of this approach. County-level research builds on that framework, provides 
strategies that local governments can adopt, and addresses some of the challenges facing communities that 
undertake these efforts. Counties are well positioned to learn from these experiences, replicate them in a manner 
suitable to their populations, and continue to improve upon them.

Figure 1

The 5 Key Components of Evidence-Based Policymaking
Counties can apply elements of this framework to improve decision-making 
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Source: Pew-MacArthur Results First Initiative, “Evidence-Based Policymaking: A Guide for Effective Government” (2014), http://www.
pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/reports/2014/11/evidence-based-policymaking-a-guide-for-effective-government
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Applying the five key components of evidence-based policymaking to county 
decisions: 
Program assessment: To make evidence-based decisions on what to fund, policymakers must first understand 
what programs they operate, how effective those are in achieving outcomes, and how they compare with 
alternatives based on national or local evaluations. This inventory gives lawmakers a broad overview of what is 
currently funded in their community, including predicted effectiveness. Salt Lake County, Utah, helped Kearns 
Metro Township compare its programs with the evidence base to see whether the services it funded matched the 
needs and problem behaviors of its youth—including high alcohol use and depressive symptoms—as identified 
by a state survey. This process helped Kearns identify unmet needs and gave policymakers confidence that their 
investments in these proven approaches were likely to generate positive results.2

Budget development: Instead of relying on anecdotes or previous years’ funding, policymakers can create 
processes to direct resources to programs that are most likely to succeed, based on rigorous research. These 
include requiring agencies to examine research on effectiveness before proposing new or expanded services, 
building evidence requirements into contracts, and establishing incentives to implement proven programs. For 
example, to execute and sustain evidence-based approaches to reducing recidivism, the Santa Barbara County, 
California, Community Corrections Partnership (CCP)—a group of representatives from all branches of the local 
criminal justice system—recently began requiring agencies to include detailed program information in their 
requests for funding. This includes evidence of effectiveness, anticipated measurable outcomes, and cost-benefit 
data where available. The CCP reviews this information to make an informed funding recommendation to the 
Board of Supervisors.3 

Implementation oversight: When programs are not delivered in accordance with their intended design, they 
are less likely to achieve expected outcomes. Tools to assess individual and community needs and match them 
to services, along with processes to monitor delivery, can help counties ensure successful implementation. 
Hennepin County, Minnesota, uses the Correctional Program Checklist (CPC)—a standardized tool developed 
by the University of Cincinnati that measures correctional programs against recognized principles of effective 
intervention—to assess its services and enhance provider capacity for continuous improvement.4 The CPC, 
which uses 77 indicators correlated with reduced recidivism, can be applied to a wide range of practices. County 
stakeholders meet bimonthly to ensure that checklist assessors are reviewing programs consistently and  
with fidelity.5

Outcome monitoring: Monitoring systems that systematically track performance and outcome data can 
help policymakers determine whether government programs are working as intended, support continuous 
improvement, strengthen accountability, and inform budget and policy decisions. Key steps include developing 
appropriate outcome measures, refining systems to track and report them, and creating forums to share and 
apply outcome data. Montgomery County, Maryland, selected a set of indicators for its youth mentoring contracts 
based on national research and will require future contracts to assess at least one of the preapproved measures. 
The county expects the standardized approach to provide local leaders with a more systemic look at mentoring 
impacts, which will enable those leaders to make better decisions.6

Targeted evaluation: Program evaluations, which assess the impact of programs on a particular outcome, 
help leaders understand the effects of public services. Evaluations can be particularly useful when officials 
are considering which programs to scale up and which to scale back or eliminate. Facing a high frequency of 
alcohol-impaired driving, Outagamie County, Wisconsin, found inspiration in a neighboring county’s successful 
treatment and rehabilitation program for impaired-driving offenders. To ensure that the county could replicate 
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that success, it collaborated with researchers at the University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee, to evaluate the program 
pro bono; in turn, the researchers could publish their findings freely.7 The evaluation found that the Outagamie 
County program resulted in a 31 percent reduction in drunken-driving offenses, leading to the county’s decision to 
continue its funding.8

Getting started
Local leaders in counties of various means and sizes have leveraged a number of resources—including outside 
expertise, additional local and external funds, and networks—to kick-start their work in evidence-based 
policymaking.

Table 1

Resource How it helps Example

Collaborating 
with 
colleges and 
universities

Universities can provide staff support and 
expertise on communitywide assessments, 
program evaluations, training, and other 
forms of assistance when counties do not 
have sufficient internal capacity or expertise. 

The Eleventh Judicial Circuit Criminal Mental Health 
Project worked with the Louis de la Parte Florida Mental 
Health Institute at the University of South Florida to 
identify high users of criminal justice and mental health 
services in Miami-Dade County. These efforts led to the 
conceptualization of the Mental Health Diversion Facility 
to improve the response to the county’s high-needs 
population.*

Developing 
community 
partnerships

Partnerships can provide a mechanism for 
stakeholders across the community and 
government to share information, skills, and 
assets. They can create a space for diverse 
organizations, often in multiple sectors, to 
share common goals, bring together their 
viewpoints, accelerate learning, and create 
coordinated strategies that address policy 
problems.

Operation Youth Success (OYS) in Douglas County, 
Nebraska, funded by four local foundations and the county 
government, aims to reduce juvenile arrests and improve 
the justice system for its youth. OYS has brought together 
a diverse coalition of stakeholders, including families, 
schools, law enforcement, social workers, and nonprofits. 
Collaborations include developing a backbone organization, 
grant review process, community needs assessment, and 
program inventory.†

Levying local 
taxes

Some counties have generated funds to 
target specific policy issues through local 
taxes. In some jurisdictions, this is not an 
option, however.

King County, Washington, expects to generate close to $399 
million over six years for its Best Starts for Kids Initiative 
through a property tax levy. Some $17 million will support 
evaluation, data collection, and service improvements.‡

Obtaining 
federal grants

Federal grants can help counties generate 
funds for specific types of programming 
when state and locally generated funds do 
not meet their needs.

A number of counties have secured funding from federal 
grant programs, such as the Community Development Block 
Grant Program, the Justice and Mental Health Collaboration 
Program, and the Teen Pregnancy Prevention Program to 
fund new evidence-based or data-driven initiatives.

Participating 
in statewide 
and national 
initiatives

Initiatives help many counties obtain 
the training and guidance, peer-to-peer 
networking, and financial resources 
they need to implement evidence-based 
policymaking.

In adult and juvenile justice, many counties make the most 
of initiatives such as the Data-Driven Justice Initiative, 
the Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative, the National 
Institute of Corrections Evidence-Based Decision Making 
Initiative, and Stepping Up Initiative§ to advance their 
evidence-based policymaking efforts.

* Judge Steve Leifman (Miami-Dade County), interview with the Pew-MacArthur Results First Initiative, Nov. 13, 2017.
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† Operation Youth Success, “About Us,” https://operationyouthsuccess.org/about-us/. 

‡ King County, “Best Starts for Kids Implementation Plan” (2016), https://www.kingcounty.gov/~/media/elected/executive/constantine/
initiatives/best-starts-for-kids/documents/BSK-Plan-final.ashx?la=en.

§ National Association of Counties, “Data-Driven Justice Disrupting the Cycle of Incarceration,” http://www.naco.org/resources/signature-
projects/data-driven-justice; The Annie E. Casey Foundation, “Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative,” http://www.aecf.org/work/
juvenile-justice/jdai/; National Institute of Corrections, “Evidence-Based Decision Making,” https://info.nicic.gov/ebdm/; the Stepping 
Up Initiative, https://stepuptogether.org.
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Conclusion
Evidence-based policymaking strategies can help counties identify and fund the most effective programs, ensure 
that they are implemented successfully, and monitor and evaluate outcomes so they are producing desired results. 
Although some evidence-based policymaking strategies can be challenging and take time, counties can take gradual 
steps toward incorporating data and evidence into their decisions and can learn from the experiences of other 
leaders. They can help build and sustain their efforts with certain approaches that support success across initiatives, 
including building internal support, starting small and scaling up innovations, engaging external partners, investing 
in capacity building for their provider organizations, and leveraging existing administrative data.
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