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Summer youth employment programs (SYEPs) 
have become increasingly popular in cities and 
counties across the country, and are effective 
in reducing crime and incarceration among 
participants, according to recent evaluations.  
However, less is known about how they achieve 
these impacts, and which participants benefit 
the most. With more information about which 
program elements are the most effective, places 
can do more to ensure quality as they expand or 
launch programs.  

This study used a randomized control trial to 
examine whether the Boston summer youth 
employment program reduced crime, and to 
explore whether short-term behavioral and 
attitudinal changes related to participation in the 
program are linked to crime reduction.  The main 
findings include: 

• Participants had fewer arraignments for 
violent and property crimes. Summer 
jobs participants had significantly fewer 
arraignments (charges) for violent crimes (-35 
percent) and property crimes (-57 percent) 
in the 17 months following the intervention. 
Most of the decline occurred in the fifteen 
months after the program’s end. Declines 
were particularly pronounced among African-
American and Latino males.  

• Participants showed improvements in their 
skills, attitudes, and aspirations. At the end 
of the summer, program participants showed 
improvements in social skills, community 
engagement, job preparedness, and academic 
aspirations compared to youth who did not 
participate in the program. Improvements 
were larger for younger participants and 
youth of color. 

• Improvements in social and emotional 
skills were linked to the decline in 
arraignments. Improvements in social and 
emotional skills, such as learning to manage 
one’s emotions and resolve conflicts with a 
peer, were associated with larger declines in 
the number of arraignments for both violent 
and property crimes. 

These results highlight the potential of summer 
jobs programs to reduce crime and violence.  
While the results on program mechanisms are 
exploratory rather than definitive, they point to 
the value of targeting social and emotional skills 
in preventing criminal behavior, and suggest 
that summer jobs programs may be a vehicle for 
improving such skills.1

Summary
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Mayors and local officials often use summer youth 
employment programs (SYEPs) to help young 
people gain work experience, earn wages, and 
stay out of trouble. Increasingly, policymakers 
are also using these programs to provide youth 
a pathway to careers and/or post-secondary 
education. Summer jobs programs are a vehicle 
to give young people a boost in the labor market 
and help them develop positive relationships with 
adults and peers; imagine new possibilities for 
themselves; and engage in positive, constructive 
activities during time that  otherwise would likely 
be unstructured. The programs are politically 
popular and are often a local jurisdiction’s 
highest profile youth initiative. They can also 
feed into programs that take place during the 
academic year, especially if community-based 
organizations that hire or train young people 
over the summer refer participants to their own 
year-round programs.  

Programs typically last six to eight weeks and 
serve youth aged 14 to 24, but mostly students 
of high school age. Most young people are hired 
into subsidized jobs in government or nonprofit 
settings and work between 15 and 30 hours 
per week. Private-sector employers frequently 
participate as well; they often offer competitive 
placements for more job-ready young people, and 
sometimes pay participants themselves rather 
than using a subsidy.  

Declining employment rates among teens and 
young adults—particularly those who are low-
income, African-American, or Latino—have 
raised concerns about their ability to find work 
(Figure 1). Employer expectations have risen for 
work readiness, communication, and other soft 
skills—qualifications that are difficult for youth 
to demonstrate without prior work experience.2 
Teens, especially those not enrolling in college, 
may struggle to find pathways into the labor 
market as post-secondary credentials are now 

required for many jobs that previously required 
only a high school degree.3 Together, these 
hurdles make it hard for many young people, 
particularly those with weak school and work 
records, to enter and move up in the labor market.

Youth are twice as likely as adults to be both 
victims and perpetrators of violence, and young 
people of color are more likely than their white 
peers to be arrested for violent crimes.4  Summer 
jobs programs strive to address one of the 
underlying causes of racial disparities in the 
criminal justice system—the diminished economic 
opportunity for those who live in neighborhoods 
with few job opportunities and failing schools, 
which disproportionately affects young people 
of color.5 By providing greater exposure to the 
workplace, formal career-readiness instruction, 
and job-skill ladders over several summers, SYEPs 
aim to give participants the tools and experience 
needed to navigate the job market on their own, 
with the belief that “nothing stops a bullet like a 
job.”6 

Until recently, there was relatively little research 
on the effectiveness of summer jobs programs.7 
Prior research focused on more intensive, 
longer-term programs serving youth who were 
older and more at-risk than typical summer jobs 
participants, and these produced mixed results. 
For example, the National Guard Youth ChalleNGe 
program improved education, employment, and 
earnings among participants, although it did not 
reduce delinquency.8 Other programs such as 
Job Corps and JOBSTART led to improvements 
in education and employment; they also lowered 
crime, but involved such intensity and expense 
that the benefits did not outweigh the costs.9 
Attempts to provide shorter, more scalable 
employment services through programs such 
as those funded by the federal Job Training 
Partnership Act appeared to actually increase 
adolescents’ criminal behavior.10 

Introduction



Brookings Metropolitan Policy Program4

Summer youth employment programs differ 
from these earlier programs in two important 
ways.  First, SYEPs primarily serve younger 
youth who are more likely to still be enrolled in 
school and less likely to have already engaged 
in criminal activity.  Thus, SYEPs may act as a 
preventive measure to keep youth on the right 
track, rather than as a “second chance” program 
for those already out of school and struggling in 
the labor market.  Second, SYEPs are held during 
the summer months when youth are often idle, 
creating fewer potential conflicts with academic 
activities as well as reducing unstructured time 
that might otherwise be spent engaged in criminal 
activity.11 In addition, the Boston SYEP has several 
features designed to specifically address the 
needs of disadvantaged youth, such as a formal 
work-readiness curriculum, greater exposure to 
private sector employers, and job-skill ladders 
over several  summers. 

Indeed, an emerging literature links SYEPs to 
both reduced criminal activity and incarceration. 
For example, participation in Chicago’s One 
Summer Plus program decreased violent crime 
by 43 percent over 16 months, with much of 
the decline occurring during the year after 
participation.12 Similarly, participation in the New 
York City SYEP was linked to a reduction in the 
probability of incarceration and mortality from 
“external causes,” including homicides, suicides, 
and accidents.13 

Some recent studies have found that SYEP 
participation is associated with academic 
improvement. One study found small but 
significant increases in the share of New York City 
SYEP participants taking and passing statewide 
high school exams relative to the control group.14  
A related study demonstrated significant 
increases of 1 to 2 percent in participants’ 
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school attendance the following year, with larger 
improvements for students aged 16 and older 
with low baseline attendance.15 However, other 
research found no positive effects on college 
enrollment, school attendance, or grade point 
average.16 

Findings on employment were also mixed. 
Research in New York City and Chicago found 
no employment-related improvements among 
summer jobs participants.17 However, new 
research highlights the varying effects that these 
programs can have across subgroups, which can 
be masked when reporting aggregate results. A 
creative machine-learning analysis found that 
a subset of participants in Chicago did show 
improvement in subsequent employment; this 
group was younger, more likely to be Hispanic, 
female and enrolled in school, and less likely to 
engage in criminal behavior.18

While this emerging literature demonstrates 
encouraging results in some cities—particularly 
for criminal justice and academic outcomes—
replicating studies across different places and 
settings is important for cities looking to adopt 
similar programs. More information on the 
mechanisms driving improved outcomes is also 
critical for designing and running new programs. 
Are improvements driven by increased job-
readiness skills? Increased income? Stronger 
networks? Better answers are needed to inform 
which program elements to emphasize. 

This report  builds on and adds to existing SYEP 
literature by linking survey data on behavioral 
impacts to administrative data on criminal justice 
outcomes to shed light not only on what works 
but also on what works for whom, and why. Future 
research will assess academic and employment 
outcomes as well.
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Assessing the impacts of the Boston summer 
youth employment program on criminal justice 
and behavioral outcomes 

This study was restricted to youth who applied for 
a job during the summer of 2015 through Action 
for Boston Community Development (ABCD), 
a social service organization typically serving 
low-income youth and families, and one of four 
intermediaries administering Boston’s summer 
jobs program. Because they receive many 
applications for a limited number of SYEP jobs, 
ABCD assigns youth to jobs through a lottery, 
which allows for a study design using random 
assignment to measure program impacts. Of 
the 4,235 youth who applied to ABCD in 2015, 
1,186 (28 percent) were offered jobs via random 
assignment; these youth represent the treatment 
group. The remaining 3,049 youth who applied 
but were not chosen form the control group (Table 
1). Of those selected by the lottery, 83.6 percent 
participated in the program and most were 
placed in subsidized positions with nonprofits 
or government agencies. Of those who accepted 
the job offer, only a handful dropped out of the 
program during the summer. In contrast, survey 
data indicates that just over one-quarter of youth 
in the control group were able to find a job during 
the summer.

Because ABCD used random assignment to make 
job offers to youth applying to the program, 
youth in the treatment and control groups should 
be statistically identical to each other on both 
observable and unobservable characteristics. 
Data collected during the application process 
indicates that this was indeed the case.  On 
average, over 85 percent of youth in both the 
treatment and control groups were in school 
at the time they applied, with a mean average 
age just shy of 16. A slightly higher percentage 
of applicants in both groups were female, and 
over 50 percent were African American. Data 

also show that both treatment and control 
groups included a significant proportion of 
low-income youth, including those who were 
homeless and receiving public assistance (see 
Table 1). Although it is not necessary to control 
for individual characteristics to obtain unbiased 
estimates when treatment is randomly assigned, 
a regression framework was also used to improve 
the precision of the estimates by adjusting for 
demographic information captured during the 
application process.

Administrative data on criminal justice outcomes 

Data on criminal justice outcomes come from 
the Massachusetts Department of Criminal 
Justice Information Service and the Office of 
the Commissioner of Probation, which provide 
information on all court-related activity in 
the state for both juveniles and adults. After 
suspects are arrested and booked by police, 
they are arraigned as the first stage of court 
proceedings.  During a typical arraignment, a 
person charged with a crime is called before 
a criminal court judge who reads the charges 
and asks if they need an attorney and how they 
plead. The judge sets bail and announces dates 
for future court proceedings.  The arraignment 
data contains information on each criminal 
charge, including the arraignment date, the 
seriousness of the crime (e.g., misdemeanor or 
felony), and a literal description of the crime that 
can be used to create categories of the types 
of crime (e.g., violent, property, drug, gun, or 
other).19  Arraignments may result in a variety 
of outcomes including dismissal, community 
service, probation, incarceration or, in the case 
of juveniles, placement with the Department of 
Youth Services. 

Similar proportions of youth in the treatment and 
control groups had a criminal record prior to the 
start of the program:  4.1 percent of the treatment 

Data sources and methods
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Treatment group 
(assigned to SYEP)

Control group 
(not assigned to SYEP)

Total entering random 
assignment

1,186 3,049

Percent of youth with prior 
criminal record

4.1% 3.6%

Percent of 
youth

Standard error
Percent of 

youth
Standard errorAge as of time of 

application

Mean 15.9 (0.064) 15.9 (0.033)

14-18 years 85.9% (0.011) 87.6% (0.006)

19-21 years 12.8% (0.011) 12.7% (0.006)

22-24 years 0.2% (0.001) 0.1% (0.001)

Gender

Female 52.0% (0.016) 53.9% (0.009)

Male 48.0% (0.016) 46.1% (0.009)

Current Education Status

In-school 88.3% (0.010) 87.7% (0.006)

Race

African American 56.6% (0.016) 57.6% (0.009)

Asian 6.3% (0.008) 5.8% (0.004)

White 9.9% (0.010) 9.0% (0.005)

Other / Mixed-Race 27.2% (0.014) 27.6% (0.008)

Preferred Language

Chinese 0.1% (0.001) 0.1% (0.001)

English 95.8% (0.006) 95.3% (0.004)

Spanish 3.0% (0.005) 2.8% (0.003)

Other 0.9% (0.003) 0.9% (0.002)

Limited English Ability

Yes 7.0% (0.008) 7.0% (0.005)

Housing Status

Homeless 3.4% (0.006) 2.9% (0.003)

Household Income Type

Public assistance 18.6% (0.012) 16.7% (0.007)

Disabled

Yes 3.5% (0.007) 3.1% (0.003)

TABLE 1

Characteristics of treatment and control groups 

Source: Based on application data provided by the City of Boston Office of Workforce Development and criminal 
justice records supplied by the Department of Criminal Justice Information Services and the Office of the 
Commissioner of the Probation.

Note: None of the differences between the treatment and control groups were statistically significant at the 1%, 5%, 
or 10% levels.
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group and 3.6 percent of the control group 
had been arraigned in court before July 2015.  
Criminal record data measures criminal activity 
only to the extent that an individual was arrested 
and booked. It does not capture criminal activity 
that went undetected by police or encounters 
with the police that did not result in official 
documentation.  It also does not reveal whether 
the individual was subsequently found guilty of 
the crime that they were charged with. Despite 
these caveats, the arraignment data represent a 
robust measure of involvement with the criminal 
justice system. 

To assess the impact of the Boston SYEP on 
criminal justice outcomes, I compared criminal 
records during the 17 months following random 
assignment  among youths who were offered 
SYEP placements (the treatment group) and 
those not offered placements (control group). 
Because SYEP participation is allocated via 
lottery, I was able to obtain causal estimates using 
a simple comparison of means on the outcome 
of interest.  This method, known as the intent 
to treat (ITT) estimate, measures the impact of 
offering services on the outcome. In many cases, 
this is the policy-relevant estimate because 
program administrators want to know the overall 
effectiveness of a program, not just among 
program completers. This requires including 
everyone in the analysis who was offered the 
chance to participate, including those who did 
not enroll and those who enrolled but dropped 
out.  Two outcomes were measured: (1) whether 
an individual was arraigned for any crime during 
the 17 months following random assignment, 
including the two-month summer program and 
the subsequent 15 months, and (2) the number of 
arraignments during the same time period. 

Survey data on behavioral outcomes 

I assessed the short-term behavioral impacts of 
the Boston SYEP using data from a survey that was 
administered to participants at both the beginning 
and the end of the two-month summer program 
to measure changes over time, and to the control 
group at the end of the program to provide a point 
of comparison.20  The questions, adapted from a 
survey developed by Boston’s Youth Violence 
Prevention Collaborative, assessed social skills 
and community engagement, job-readiness skills, 
future work plans, and aspirations to attend 
college, among other things.21 These pre-and 
post-program survey results were then linked to 
the criminal justice outcomes.

Although youth in the control group were 
randomly selected, those who chose to respond 
to the survey had slightly different demographic 
characteristics that are more positively correlated 
with employment than the treatment group, (e.g., 
they were older, more likely to be female, white, 
or Asian, and live in a two-parent household). As 
a result, this method set a relatively high bar for 
comparison and may underestimate the impact 
of the Boston SYEP on short-term behavioral 
outcomes.  Only outcomes that a) showed 
significant improvement over time among 
participants and b) showed significant differences 
between the treatment and control groups were 
attributed to the Boston SYEP program.  

This part of the analysis is exploratory in nature.  
Nevertheless, it is possible to explore whether 
improvement in short-term behavioral impacts 
are correlated with subsequent improvement in 
the criminal justice outcomes to shed light on the 
program’s mechanisms.
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Findings

1 The Boston summer youth employment 
program reduced arraignments for violent 

and property crimes among participants 

Similar to the results of the Chicago study 
discussed above, the Boston SYEP results 
showed it significantly reduced the frequency of 
criminal arraignments among youth.22 Violent-
crime arraignments among the treatment group 
decreased 35 percent relative to the control 
group, with roughly 2.5 fewer arraignments per 
100 youth (Figure 2). The percentage decline was 
even greater for property crimes (-57 percent). 
No significant changes in arraignments were 
found for other types of crimes (gun, drug, or 
other).  Similar reductions in arraignments were 
observed regardless of the seriousness of the 
crime (i.e., misdemeanor versus felony). 

The decrease in criminal activity was not limited 
to the duration of the program, as would be 
expected if the program’s primary mechanism 
were to “incapacitate” youth during the summer 
by giving them less opportunity to engage in 

delinquent behavior. Instead, the number of 
arraignments for the treatment group continued 
to fall relative to the control group during the 15 
months after the program ended.  Figure 3 shows 
the cumulative treatment effect over time, with 
each point adding a month of data to the prior 
effect.

For example, in month six there were 0.5 fewer 
violent crime arraignments per 100 youth in the 
treatment group than the control group. This is 
the point at which the difference in violent crime 
arraignments between the treatment and control 
groups becomes statistically significant—a full 
four months after the end of the program—after 
which arraignments continue to fall through 
month 17. For property crimes, the drop in 
arraignments becomes significant around month 
four, after which it flattens out through month 13. 
The downward slope of the effect makes it clear 
that most of the reduction in criminal activity 
accrues well after the program ends at month 
two.
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Note: ** Indicates difference is statistically significant at the 5 percent level.
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All groups 
combined

Males:  Age 14-18 years Males:  Age 19-24 years

African 
American

Hispanic
African 

American
Hispanic

All crime -0.015 -0.061 *** 0.002 0.065 -0.139 ***

(0.010) (0.022) (0.027) (0.050) (0.042)

Violent 
crimes

-0.024 ** -0.033 *** -0.006 -0.018 -0.037 **

(0.007) (0.014) (0.016) (0.023) (0.018)

Property 
crimes

-0.023 ** -0.017 -0.005 -0.089 *** -0.043 **

(0.006) (0.013) (0.019) (0.023) (0.023)

N 5,934 1,585 865 413 161

TABLE 2

Program impact on number of arraignments per youth, by subgroup

Source: Author’s calculations based on data provided by the Massachusetts Department of Criminal Justice 
Information Services and the Massachusetts Office of the Commissioner of Probation. 

Notes: Covariates include age, gender, race/ethnicity, limited English, in school, public assistance, and homelesness.
Robust standard errors are in parentheses.
** Indicates statistical significance at the 5 percent level, and *** at the 1 percent level.
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Significant reductions in arraignments for both 
violent and property crime were found among 
African American and Hispanic males of varying 
ages. No significant impacts were detected 
for females, who started out with much lower 
baseline arraignment rates. For example, Table 
2 shows that among African American males 
aged 14–18, the total number of arraignments fell 
by 6.1 per 100 youth for those in the treatment 
group relative to the control group, primarily 
driven by a drop in violent crime. The reduction 
in arraignments among older African-American 
males aged 19–24 was driven primarily by a 

reduction in property crimes (-8.9 crimes per 100 
youths). In contrast, the drop in arraignments 
among Hispanic males aged 19–24 (-13.9 crimes 
per 100 youths) was driven by a fall in both violent 
and property crimes. 

Yet in terms of the likelihood of ever being 
arraigned, there was no significant reduction in 
the percent of youth arraigned in the treatment 
group versus the control group. In the 17 months 
after the program started (including two months 
in the program and the following 15 months), 5.1 
percent of the treatment group (53 youths) was 

Treatment group

Number of arraignments 
per youth

Percent of youth arraigned 
for a criminal charge

Pre Post Diff:  Post-Pre Pre Post Diff:  Post-Pre

All crimes 0.12 0.18 0.06 ** 4.1% 5.1% 1.1 **

Violent crimes 0.07 0.06 -0.01 3.2% 3.9% 0.7 *

Property crimes 0.04 0.06 0.01 3.1% 3.7% 0.6 *

Drug crimes 0.00 0.02 0.02 0.7% 0.9% 0.2

Gun crimes 0.00 0.02 0.02 0.4% 0.8% 0.4

Other crimes 0.01 0.03 0.02 1.6% 2.2% 0.5 *

Control group

Number of arraignments 
per youth

Percent of youth arraigned for a 
criminal charge

Pre Post Diff:  Post-Pre Pre Post Diff:  Post-Pre

All crimes 0.14 0.21 0.08 ** 3.6% 5.4% 1.8 **

Violent crimes 0.06 0.09 0.03 ** 2.8% 4.3% 1.4 **

Property crimes 0.05 0.08 0.03 ** 2.1% 3.0% 0.9 **

Drug crimes 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.4% 0.6% 0.2

Gun crimes 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.2% 0.4% 0.2

Other crimes 0.02 0.02 0.00 1.2% 1.9% 0.7

TABLE 3

Change over time (pre- and post-program) in arraignments for treatment and 
control groups

Source:  Author’s calculations based on administrative records from the Massachusetts Department of Criminal 
Justice, Information Services and the Massachusetts Office of the Commissioner of Probation.

Note: * Indicates difference is statistically significant at the 10 percent level and ** at the 5 percent level. 
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arrested for any crime compared with 5.4 percent 
of the control group (165 youths; Table 3). In other 
words, the program did not reduce the number of 
youth who were charged with a crime. Rather, it 
reduced the number of charges. A similar number 
of youth in the treatment and control groups were 
charged, but members of the treatment group 
were charged with fewer offenses. Indeed, the 
relative reduction in the number of arraignments 
for violent and property crimes was driven by a 
significantly smaller increase over time among 
the treatment group. Yet the percentage of youth 
being arraigned for any crime increased for both 
the treatment and control groups. Moreover, the 
re-arraignment rate for both groups was similar:  
43 percent of individuals with a prior criminal 
record in the treatment group were arraigned 
compared with 48 percent in the control group.

What might be driving this result? It could be 
that participating in the Boston SYEP disrupted 
youth activities over the summer which provided 
them with fewer opportunities to engage in 
delinquent behavior even after the program’s 
end. Yet we see little reduction in the number of 
arraignments during the program—the impacts 
do not become significant until four to six months 
after the program’s end. Alternatively, it could be 
that youths learned new patterns of behavior 
during the summer that are correlated with a 
reduction in delinquency and crime, such as how 
to resolve conflict with a peer. If such behavioral 
changes are lasting, this could explain why we 
observe a cumulative reduction in the number 
of arraignments over time. We explore this idea 
further in the next section by assessing the 
degree to which SYEP participants learned new 
skills over the summer and how these changes 
are correlated with the relative reduction in 
arraignments over the longer term.

2 Participants reported improved social 
skills and attitudes toward their 

communities, enhanced job readiness skills, 
and higher academic aspirations  

During the summer, participants’ attitudes 
toward their communities improved greatly and 

were significantly better than those reported by 
the control group at the end of the summer. For 
example, the percentage of participants who said 
that over the past 30 days they always had a lot to 
contribute to the groups to which they belonged 
jumped by 15 percentage points (Table 4). Similar 
positive improvements were seen in the share 
of teens who said they always felt connected to 
their neighborhood. These large improvements 
may be driven by the nature of SYEP placements. 
Most participants worked in community-based 
organizations in the neighborhoods in which 
many of them lived, providing an opportunity 
for youth to engage in their communities in a 
positive way. 

Participants also showed significant but smaller 
improvements relative to the control group 
regarding social skills and behaviors correlated 
with delinquent and criminal behavior.23 For 
example, by the end of the summer, a greater share 
of participating youth reported knowing how to 
manage their emotions, how to ask for help when 
they needed it, and how to constructively resolve 
conflict with a peer. In addition, there was a large 
and significant reduction in the percentage of 
youth indicating that they needed to improve 
their conflict-resolution skills (-15.6 percentage 
points). 

Participants also indicated sizeable growth in 
job-readiness skills, such that their skill levels 
at the end of the summer were significantly 
greater than those reported by the control 
group.  These included a large increase in the 
percent of participants reporting that they had 
prepared a resume (+29.3 percentage points) 
and a cover letter (+20.4 percentage points). 
More modest improvements in the percentage of 
participants who had practiced interviewing skills 
with an adult (+10.1 percentage points) and had 
developed answers to typical interview questions 
(+9 percentage points) were also observed. 

Over the course of the summer, the percentage of 
participants indicating that they planned to work 
in the fall increased by 7.4 percentage points to 
48 percent, perhaps reflecting a sense of being 
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CATEGORY

Treatment Group  (N=663) Control Group (N=664)

Pre-
program

Post-
program

Difference:             
pre versus 

post

Post-
program

Difference: 
treatments - 

controls

Community engagement and 
social skills

I have a lot to contribute to the 
groups I belong to (all of the time)

31.9% 46.6% 14.7 *** 31.0% 15.6 ***

I feel connected to people in my 
neighborhood (all of the time)

22.0% 36.8% 14.8 *** 15.7% 21.2 ***

I know how to manage my 
emotions and my temper

44.2% 49.7% 5.5 ** 43.2% 6.5 **

I know how to ask for help when I 
need it

44.5% 48.7% 4.2 * 37.1% 11.6 ***

I know how to constructively 
resolve a conflict with a peer 

36.6% 42.2% 5.7 ** 28.6% 13.6 ***

I need to improve my conflict 
resolution skills

21.6% 6.0% -15.6 ** 19.0% -13.0 **

Job readiness skills

I have all key information to apply 
for a job

81.0% 88.2% 7.2 ** 78.9% 9.4 ***

I have prepared a resume 40.9% 70.1% 29.3 *** 45.6% 24.5 ***

I have prepared a cover letter 23.4% 43.7% 20.4 *** 22.1% 21.7 ***

I have developed answers to the 
usual interview questions

67.9% 77.1% 9.2 ** 70.2% 6.9 ***

I have practiced my interviewing 
skills with an adult

54.8% 64.9% 10.1 *** 58.5% 6.4 **

I need to improve my job 
readiness skills

33.2% 29.4% -3.8 * 34.7% -5.3 *

Academic aspirations

I plan to attend a four year college 
or university

68.1% 73.0% 4.9 * 62.0% 11.0 ***

TABLE 4

Change in social skills, job readiness, and aspirations for treatment and 
control groups 

Source: Author’s calculations based on survey data provided by the City of Boston Office of Workforce Development.

Notes: Difference over time pre- versus post is a simple comparison of means for the same sample of particiapants 
completing both surveys. Difference in post-program responses for participants versus controls is the marginal 
effect from a separate probit regression of the outcome on a dummy variable for treatment controlling for age, 
gender, race, two parent family, and English as the primary language. 
* Indicates difference is statistically significant at the 10 percent level; ** at the 5 percent level; and *** at the 1 
percent level.
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better prepared for the workforce.  However, this 
was actually lower than the share of the control 
group reporting that they planned to work in 
the fall (56.1 percent). This may be because 
participants felt less need to work in the fall 
compared with those in the control group, who 
were far less likely to report being employed 
during the summer. In fact, the SYEP program, by 
enabling youth to shift their work experiences to a 
part of the year when they are not also attending 
school, might provide the additional benefit of 
increasing the time and attention these students 
can devote to academics during the school year.

In terms of academic aspirations, while the 
Boston SYEP did not significantly change the 
share of participants planning to enroll in post-
secondary education or training, it did shift those 
aspirations toward a four-year degree. Youth in 
the treatment group reported an increased desire 
to attend a four-year college (+4.9 percentage 
points) instead of shorter-term educational or 
training options. 

3 The results suggest that reductions in 
violent and property crimes are linked 

to participants’ improved social and emotional 
skills 

Four rationales are often cited in support of 
summer jobs programs as a strategy to prevent 
crime: (1) reducing opportunities to engage in 
delinquent or criminal behavior, also referred 
to as “incapacitation,” (2) improving behaviors 
that are correlated with crime, (3) making crime 
less attractive by improving future employment 
prospects, and (4) providing direct income to 
youth and their families. While it is hard to say 
which of these channels is the primary one 
without a full analysis of mediator effects, the 
evidence provided in this study gives some clues.
 First, consistent with other research, it appears 
unlikely that the Boston SYEP primarily reduced 

criminal activity by decreasing opportunities 
for youth to engage in delinquent or criminal 
behavior. The drop in criminal activity was not 
limited to the duration of the program, as would 
be expected if the program’s primary mechanism 
were to “incapacitate” youth during the summer. 
Instead, the impact of the Boston SYEP on the 
number of arraignments becomes statistically 
significant four to six months after the program’s 
end and continues to increase until the end of 
the 17 month study period, suggesting that the 
program may have longer-lasting effects that 
change youth behavior.

Second, there is some suggestive evidence that 
the Boston SYEP is more likely to affect criminal 
justice outcomes by improving behaviors that 
are correlated with crime rather than by making 
crime less attractive through improving future 
employment prospects.  In a recent paper, I found 
that while participants showed improvements in 
a number of short-term behavioral outcomes, 
only some behaviors were correlated with the 
subsequent reduction in criminal arraignments.24 
For example, improvements in short-term 
measures related to social and emotional skills—
such as learning to manage one’s emotions and 
resolve conflicts with a peer—were correlated 
with larger decreases in both violent and 
property crimes. Other short-term behavioral 
outcomes, such as increasing job readiness and 
raising academic aspirations, were not correlated 
with the decrease in criminal activity, implying 
that these channels do not appear to play a role 
in reducing longer-term delinquent behavior.  
However, this analysis has limitations. It does not 
fully disentangle the SYEP program effects from 
the benefits of simply providing youth and their 
families with additional income. Additionally, the 
survey data are self-reported and the responses 
are not benchmarked against specific definitions 
of the measures in question. As such, the results 
should be interpreted with caution. 
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This report builds on an emerging literature that 
finds youth workforce development programs of 
short duration can have significant impacts.  The 
results from Boston presented here on the long-
term criminal justice outcomes are remarkably 
similar to those from Chicago and New York City, 
confirming the replicability of SYEP effectiveness 
in reducing crime across cities.  Moreover, by 
linking the survey data on short-term program 
impacts to administrative data on longer-term 
criminal justice outcomes, this report suggests 
that short-term changes in social skills can reduce 
violence. While the findings are exploratory, they 
are aligned with other recent research on the 
value of behavioral interventions in preventing 
crime and improving school outcomes.25  

However, it is not clear how the Boston SYEP 
compares with other interventions that do not 
involve the substantial direct costs of subsidized 
wages as well as the indirect costs and staff time 
to solicit commitments from employers, match 
teens to jobs at the start of each summer, and 
supervise youth at multiple job sites. For example, 
the Becoming a Man intervention uses an approach 
derived from cognitive behavioral therapy to 
reduce violence and prevent young people from 
dropping out of school. Becoming a Man helps 
participants examine their decisionmaking 
processes so they can choose which responses 
are appropriate for a given situation, rather than 
relying on automatic responses that may be 
maladaptive. A recent evaluation of the program 
in Chicago found that it achieved even larger 
impacts than the Boston SYEP (e.g., reducing 
violent crime arrests by up to 50 percent) for 
nearly the same participant cost (about $2,000 
per participant) with a benefit-cost ratio of up to 
30-to-1.26 

Yet SYEPs have advantages over other programs, 
providing benefits to individuals, families, and 
even communities that may outweigh the costs. 

First, unlike year-round programs, SYEPs occur 
during the summer months when youth are more 
likely to be idle, and thus they are less likely to 
interfere with academic studies or extracurricular 
activities. Second, unlike more targeted behavioral 
programs, SYEPs confer job experience, which 
may yield advantages in future employment, 
career pathways, or post-secondary education—
although the evidence on this is admittedly 
thin. Third, SYEPs help families at or near the 
poverty line by providing income to youth, about 
one in five of whom contributes directly to their 
household’s expenses, according to our survey. 
Fourth, SYEPs supply a low-cost source of labor 
for many community-based programs serving 
cities, particularly summer camps that provide 
inexpensive daycare for working parents.

However, practitioners need more answers about 
program design as they seek to improve summer 
jobs programs and enhance access to post-
secondary education and career pathways. For 
example, it is difficult to tell whether the program’s 
impact stems from participants learning new 
skills on the job or through the career-readiness 
curriculum—an important distinction for cities like 
Los Angeles and Philadelphia that are considering 
adding a career-readiness curriculum to their 
programs. Future work using alternative sources 
of random variation within the other Boston SYEP 
intermediaries that dictate which participants 
receive the career-readiness curriculum may help 
answer this question. In addition, understanding 
the intensity needed to produce better outcomes 
would be helpful as cities seek to serve the 
greatest number of youth with limited funding. 
For example, a portion of the Boston SYEP 
funding comes from state sources, which stipulate 
that only 20 percent of the youth served in any 
given year can be repeat participants. Additional 
analyses using historical participation records 
may be useful for determining the minimum 
“dosage” (i.e., number of summers) needed to 

Policy implications and conclusions
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achieve meaningful impacts while also helping to 
alleviate oversubscribed programs.

One way to do further research and test 
different approaches would be a federally funded 
competitive grant program with an explicit 
evaluation and capacity-building component, 
as was suggested by Ross and Kazis.27  For 
practitioners, a greater understanding of what 
teens learn in the short term over the summer 
through their participation in the SYEP can help 
establish best practices and improve efficiency 

throughout the program. For policymakers, 
being able to articulate which short-term 
program outcomes translate into better long-
term outcomes may lead to a more effective 
intervention and serve as the basis for pay-for-
performance contracting as is currently being 
explored in Boston.  The findings from this report, 
as well as the ongoing multiyear Boston SYEP 
evaluation, can help guide program development 
aimed at employing youth in cities across the 
nation.
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