
The National Evaluation of the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation’s Urban Health Initiative 
 
The Urban Health Initiative was funded by the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation to improve the 
health and safety of children and youth in distressed American cities over a ten-year period. 
Beginning in 1996, eight cities were funded for a two-year planning process; in 1998, Baltimore, 
Detroit, Oakland, Philadelphia and Richmond were funded to implement their plans over the next 
eight years. Each city was challenged to make measurable change in youth health and safety 
outcomes by using a multi-sector, data driven process to identify problems, strategies and 
solutions. Program and evaluation costs to the Foundation exceeded $80 million. 
 
Researchers at NYU, led by principal investigator Beth Weitzman and project director Diana 
Silver, were funded to design and carry out a national evaluation of the initiative. The National 
Evaluation integrated a theory of change approach with a quasi-experimental design to address 
the following evaluation questions: 
 

• To what extent, and in what ways, can a foundation-sponsored initiative serve as a 
catalyst for a cross-sector, collaborative process? 

• To what extent, and in what ways, can a collaborative process result in meaningful 
changes in policies and programs designed to serve children and youth in urban settings? 

• To what extent do these changes in policies and programs improve the health and safety 
of children and youth in urban settings? 

 
The evaluation was conducted using five different methods: site visits; key informant interviews 
with leaders of civic organizations, philanthropy and government; analysis of public expenditures 
on children from the city, state and federal government; a telephone household survey of adults 
and youth (SAY) conducted three times over the course of the Initiative; and an analysis of 
administrative data from schools, vital statistics, hospital admissions and the FBI’s uniform crime 
reports from 1992 through 2006. Data from nine comparison cities were also gathered. 
 
As a result of the evaluation, a great deal has been learned about the health and safety needs of 
America’s children and youth, as well as about the process of making systemic change to address 
them.  We are committed to sharing what we have learned through the evaluation of the Urban 
Health Initiative through our writing, conference presentations, and further research.  Further, the 
SAY is now being made available as a public use data file. 
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