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LEARNING OUTCOMES 
After reading this chapter, you should be able 
to answer the following questions:

 ● What is crime? What is the definition of crime that the 
author of this text has chosen to use?

 ● What is deviance? How are crime and deviance 
similar? How do they differ?

 ● Who decides what should be criminal? How are such 
decisions made?

 ● What is the theme of this text ? Upon what two 
contrasting viewpoints does it build?

 ● What does it mean to say that “criminal activity 
is diversely created and variously interpreted”?

CHAPTER 1 
WHAT IS CRIMINOLOGY?
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2    CHAPTER 1  

on the Internet thought to be secure? While this text may not an-
swer each of these questions, it examines the causative factors in 
effect when a crime is committed and  encourages an appreciation 
of the challenges of crafting  effective crime-control policy.

What Is Crime?
As the word implies, criminology is clearly concerned with crime. As 
we begin our discussion of criminology, let’s consider just what 
the term crime means. Like anything else, crime can be defined in 
several ways, and some scholars have suggested that at least four 
 definitional perspectives can be found in contemporary crimi-
nology. These diverse perspectives see crime from (1) legalistic, 
(2)  political, (3) sociological, and (4) psychological viewpoints. 
How we see any phenomenon is crucial because it determines the 
assumptions that we make about how that phenomenon should be 
studied. The perspective that we choose to employ when viewing 
crime determines the kinds of questions we ask, the nature of the 
research we conduct, and the type of answers that we expect to 
 receive. Those answers, in turn, influence our conclusions about 
the kinds of crime-control policies that might be effective.

Seen from a legalistic perspective, crime is human conduct 
in violation of the criminal laws of a state, the federal government, or 

Introduction
According to social commentators, people are simultaneously 
attracted to and repulsed by crime—especially gruesome crimes 
involving extreme personal violence. The popularity of today’s 
TV crime shows, Hollywood-produced crime movies, true-
crime books and magazines, and Web sites devoted exclusively 
to the coverage of crime supports that observation. The CBS 
TV megahit NCIS, for example, was named the number one 
TV drama in 2014 and received an impressive three nomina-
tions for TV’s 2014 People’s Choice Award.1 The show was also 
nominated as the “Favorite TV Crime Drama,” with individual 
episodes drawing more than 24 million viewers.2 Earlier, CSI: 
Miami, which ran for ten seasons until going off the air in 2012, 
garnered 50 million regular viewers in more than 55 countries. 
By its eighth season it had become the most popular television 
show in the world.3 Other widely followed TV crime series, 
both past and present, include shows such as True Detective 
(HBO), American Crime (ABC), Fargo (FX), Bones (Fox), Grimm 
(NBC), Castle (ABC), Criminal Minds (CBS), Blue Bloods (CBS), 
Without a Trace (CBS), Magic City (HBO), The Unit (CBS), The  
Killing (AMC), White Collar (USA), The District (CBS), Boardwalk 
Empire (HBO), The Shield (FX), The Wire (HBO), Cold Case 
(CBS), NCIS (CBS), and Law and Order (NBC)—along with the 
Law and Order spin-offs, Law and Order: Criminal Intent and Law 
and Order: Special Victims Unit. American TV viewers are hun-
gry for crime-related entertainment and have a fascination with 
criminal motivation and detective work.

Some crimes cry out for explanation. Yet one of the things 
that fascinates people about crime—especially violent crime—is 
that it seems to be inexplicable. Some crimes are especially diffi-
cult to understand, but our natural tendency is to seek out some 
reason for the unreasonable. We search for explanations for the 
seemingly unexplainable. How, for example, can the behavior 
of child killers be understood, anticipated, and even prevented? 
Why don’t terrorists acknowledge the emotional and personal 
suffering they inflict? Why do some robbers or rapists kill and 
even torture, utterly disregarding human life and feelings?

People also wonder about “everyday” crimes such as bur-
glary, robbery, assault, vandalism, and computer intrusion. Why, 
for example, do people fight? Does it matter to a robber that he 
may face prison time? How can people sacrifice love, money, 
careers, and even their lives for access to illegal drugs? What 
motivates terrorists to give up their own lives to take the lives of 
others? Why do gifted techno-savvy teens and preteens hack sites 

NCIS. Shown from 
left to right are Sean Murray, Brian Dietzen, and Pauley Perrette. 
Why do many people like to watch TV crime shows like NCIS?
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■ crime Human conduct in violation of the criminal laws of 
the federal government, a state, or a local jurisdiction that has 
the power to make such laws.
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3

established categories, and the number of offenses shown reflect 
statutory definitions of crime categories.

A serious shortcoming of the legalistic approach to 
crime, however, is that it yields the moral high ground to 
powerful  individuals who are able to influence the mak-
ing of laws and the imposition of criminal definitions on 
lawbreakers. By making their own laws, powerful but im-
moral individuals can escape the label “criminal.” While we 
have chosen to adopt the legalistic approach to crime in this 
text, it is important to realize that laws are social products, 
so crime is socially relative in the sense that it is created by 
legislative activity. Hence, sociologists are fond of saying that 
“crime is whatever a society says it is.” In Chapter 8, we 
will explore this issue further and will focus on the process 
of criminalization, which is the method used to criminalize 
some forms of behavior—or make them illegal—while other 
forms remain legitimate.

A second perspective on crime is the political one, where 
crime is the result of criteria that have been built into the law 
by powerful groups and are then used to label selected undesir-
able forms of behavior as illegal. Those who adhere to this point 

a local jurisdiction that has 
the power to make such 
laws. Without a law that 
circumscribes a particu-
lar form of behavior, 
there can be no crime, 
no matter how deviant 

or socially repugnant the behavior in question may be.
The notion of crime as behavior4 that violates the law 

derives from earlier work by criminologists like Paul W. 
Tappan, who defined crime as “an intentional act in violation 
of the criminal law committed without defense or excuse, and 
penalized by the state as a felony or misdemeanor.”5 Edwin 
Sutherland, regarded by many as a founding figure in American 
criminology, said of crime that its “essential characteristic is that 
it is behavior which is prohibited by the State as an injury to the 
State and against which the State may react by punishment.”6

For purposes of this text, we will employ a legalistic ap-
proach because it allows for relative ease of measurement of 
crimes committed. Official statistics on crime, such as those 
shown in Figure 1–1, report crime in terms of legislatively 

6,000

Per 100,000 population

4,000

2,000

1933 1938 1943 1948 1953 1958 1968 1973 1978 1983 1988 1993 1998 2003 2008 2014
0

Dollar limit for 
larceny is removed; 
measurement
change results in 
rate increase

1963 First baby 
boomers reach age 
17, entering the 
crime-prone years

2014 Crime rates 
drop to a 40-year low

1992 First baby boomers 
reach age 45, leaving the 
crime-prone years

1980 Crime 
rate peaks
at 5,950

1991 Second 
high

of 5,898

FIGURE 1–1 |Crime Rates in the United States, 1933–2014
Source: Schmalleger, Frank Criminology. Printed and Electronically reproduced by permission of Pearson Education, Inc., Upper Saddle River, New Jersey ISBN 
0132966751.

Without a law that cir-
cumscribes a particular 
form of behavior, there 
can be no crime.…

■ criminalize To make illegal.
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4    CHAPTER 1  

a threat to the group in power.”7 Galliher points out that, 
because legal definitions of criminality are arrived at through 
a political process, the subject matter of criminality will be 
artificially limited if we insist on seeing crime solely as a vio-
lation of the criminal law.

Some criminologists insist that the field of criminology must 
include behaviors that go beyond those defined as crimes through 
the political process; not doing so, they say, restricts rather than 
encourages inquiry into relevant forms of human behavior.8

Adherents of the third perspective, the sociological (also 
called “sociolegal”) viewpoint, would likely agree with this 
statement, seeing crime as “an antisocial act of such a nature 
that its  repression is necessary or is supposed to be necessary 
to the preservation of the existing system of society.”9 Some 
criminologists have gone so far as to claim that any defini-
tion of crime must include all forms of antisocial behavior.10 
Ron Claassen, a modern-day champion of restorative justice 
(discussed in more detail in chapters 9 and 10), suggested, 
for  example, that “crime is primarily an offense against hu-

man relationships, and secondarily 
a violation of a law—since laws are 
written to protect safety and fairness 
in human relationships.”11

A more comprehensive socio-
logical definition of crime was of-
fered by Herman Schwendinger and 
Julia Schwendinger in 1975: Crime 
encompasses “any harmful acts,” in-
cluding violations of “the fundamen-
tal prerequisites for well-being, [such 
as] food, shelter, clothing, medical 
services, challenging work and rec-
reational experiences, as well as se-
curity from predatory individuals or 
repressive and imperialistic elites.”12 
The Schwendingers challenged crim-
inologists to be less constrained in 
what they see as the subject matter 
of their field, saying that violations of 
human rights may be more relevant 
to criminological inquiry than many 
acts that have been politically or le-
gally defined as crime. “Isn’t it time 
to raise serious questions about the 
assumptions underlying the defini-
tions of the field of criminology,” 
asked the Schwendingers, “when a 
man who steals a paltry sum can 
be called a criminal while agents of 
the State can, with impunity, legally 

of view say that crime is a definition of human conduct created 
by authorized agents in a politically organized society. Seen this 
way, laws serve the interests of the politically powerful, and 
crimes are merely forms of behavior that are perceived by those 
in power as direct or indirect threats to their interests. Thus, the 
political perspective defines crime in terms of the power struc-
tures that exist in society and asserts that criminal laws do not 
necessarily bear any inherent relationship to popular notions of 
right and wrong.

Even though political processes that create criminal 
definitions are sometimes easier to comprehend in totalitarian 
societies, the political perspective can also be meaningfully 
applied to American society. John F. Galliher, a contempo-
rary criminologist, summarized the political perspective on 
crime when he wrote, “One can best understand crime in a 
class-structured society such as the United States as the end 
product of a chain of interactions involving powerful groups 
that use their power to establish criminal laws and sanc-
tions against less powerful persons and groups that may pose 

TABLE 1-1|What Is Crime?

Depending on how we look at it, “crime” can be understood in various ways. The four 
major perspectives useful in defining crime are:

According to the legalistic perspective, crime is:
human conduct in violation of the criminal laws of a state, the federal government, 
or a local jurisdiction that has the power to make such laws. Seen this way, if there is 
no law against it, there can be no crime, no matter how deviant or socially repugnant 
the behavior in question may be.

According to the political perspective, crime is:
the result of criteria that have been built into the law by powerful groups which are 
then used to label selected undesirable forms of behavior as illegal. Seen this way, laws 
serve the interests of the politically powerful, and crimes are merely forms of behavior 
that are perceived by those in power as direct or indirect threats to their interests.

According to the sociological (or sociolegal) perspective, crime is:
an antisocial act of such a nature that its repression is necessary for the preservation of 
the existing social order. From this viewpoint, crime is primarily an offense against hu-
man relationships, and secondarily a violation of the law.

According to the psychological point of view, crime is:
a form of social maladjustment, especially one which is against the law, that can be 
seen as a difficulty that an individual has in remaining in harmony with his or her social 
environment. Seen this way, crime is problem behavior for both the individual and 
for society.

Source: Pearson Education, Inc.
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5

As this discussion shows, a unified or simple definition of 
crime is difficult to achieve. The four points of view that we 
have discussed here form a kind of continuum, bound on one 
end by strict, legalistic interpretations of crime and on the other 
by much more fluid, behavioral, and moralistic definitions.

No matter which definition we choose, it is important to 
recognize that most criminal behavior is typically associated with 
personal features such as impulsivity, risky decision  making, 
 antisocial demeanor, and aggression, as well as biological and so-
cial risk factors that are mediated by genes and by the social and 
physical environments.17 Hence, in seeking to  understand crime 
and its causes, we must also examine the various kinds of behav-
ior that are most likely to be associated with it. In other words, 
while aggression and risk taking are not necessarily against the 
law, they are also characteristic of many types of crime, and their 
understanding can provide insight into criminal motivation.

reward men who destroy food so that price levels can be main-
tained whilst a sizable portion of the population suffers from 
malnutrition?”13

Jeffrey H. Reiman, another contemporary criminologist, 
asked similar questions. “The fact is that the label ‘crime’ is not 
used in America to name all or the worst of the actions that cause 
misery and suffering to Americans,” said Reiman. “It is pri-

marily  reserved for the dan-
gerous actions of the poor.” 
Writing about unhealthy and 
unsafe workplaces, Reiman 
asked, “Doesn’t a crime by 
any other name still cause 
misery and suffering? What’s 
in a name?”14 While a so-
ciolegal approach to under-
standing crime is attractive 
to many,  others claim that it 
suffers from wanting to crimi-
nalize activities that cause 
only  indirect harm; that is, 
it is easier for most people 
to  appreciate the criminality 
 involved in a holdup or a rape 
than in cost-cutting  efforts 
made by a businessperson.

Finally, a psychological 
(or maladaptive) perspective 
says that “crime is a form of 
social maladjustment which 

can be designated as a more or less pronounced difficulty that 
the individual has in reacting to the stimuli of his environment 
in such a way as to remain in harmony with that environ-
ment.”15 Seen this way, crime is problem behavior, especially 
human activity that contravenes the criminal law and results in 
difficulties in living within a framework of generally accept-
able social arrangements. According to criminologist Matthew 
B. Robinson, “[t]he maladaptive view of crime does not 
require any of the [traditional] elements in order for an act 
to be a crime: no actual harm to others; no prohibition by 
law before the act is committed; no arrest; and no conviction 
in a court of law. Any behavior which is maladaptive would 
be considered crime. If criminologists adopted this view of 
crime,” said Robinson, “the scope of criminology would be 
greatly expanded beyond its current state. All actually or even 
potentially harmful behaviors could be examined, analyzed, 
and documented for the purpose of gaining knowledge about 
potentially harmful behaviors and developing strategies to 
protect people from all harmful acts, not just those that are 
called ‘crime’ today.”16

A poster for the movie Training Day. What is crime? What 
definition of crime does this text use? How might crimes vary 
between jurisdictions?

Criminal behavior 
is typically associated 
with personal features 
such as impulsivity,  
risky decision making,  
antisocial demeanor, 
and aggression, as  
well as biological and 
social risk factors  
that are mediated 
by genes and by the 
social and physical 
environments.

 ■ Follow the author’s tweets about the latest crime 
and justice news @schmalleger.
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6    CHAPTER 1  

clothes, and sipping drinks at the city’s coffee shops. The local 
legislation, however, exempted nudity at private beaches and 
within permitted special events.

Some types of behavior, although quite common, are still 
against the law, even though those who engage in them might 
not think of them as deviant. Speeding on interstate highways, 
for example, although probably something that most motorists 
engage in at least from time to time, is illegal; but most people 
who engage in such behavior probably don’t think of themselves 
as “deviant” or “criminal.” Complicating matters still further is 
the fact that certain behaviors are illegal in some  jurisdictions but 
not in others. For example, commercialized gambling, especially 
gambling involving slot machines and games of chance, is against 
the law in many parts of the United States but has been legiti-
mized in Nevada, on some Indian reservations, on cruise ships 
operating outside U.S. territorial waters, on some Mississippi 
riverboats, and in some state- sponsored locales. Even state gov-
ernments, seeking to enhance revenues, have gotten into the 
gambling business through state lotteries, which now operate 
in 45 states,21 and many states have laws specifically forbidding 
participation in online gambling, due largely to their interest in 
protecting their own lottery revenues. Similarly, prostitution, 
which is almost uniformly illegal in the United States, is an 
 activity that is fully within the law in parts of Nevada as long as 
it occurs within licensed brothels and as long as those engaged in 
the activity meet state licensing requirements and abide by state 
laws that require condom use and weekly medical  checkups. 
The criminal status of recreational marijuana use also varies 
 between states—a situation discussed in more detail in a Crime 
in the News box in this chapter.

Crime and Deviance
Sociologically speaking, many crimes can be regarded as deviant 
forms of behavior—that is, as behaviors that are in some way 
abnormal. Piers Beirne and James Messerschmidt, two contem-
porary criminologists, defined deviance as “any social behavior 
or social characteristic that departs from the conventional norms 
and standards of a community or society and for which the 
deviant is sanctioned.”18 Their definition does not count as de-
viant, however, any sanctionable behavior that is not punished 
or punishable. Hence, we prefer another approach to defining 
deviance. The definition of deviant behavior that we will use 
in this text is as follows: Deviant behavior is human activity that 
violates social norms.

Abnormality, deviance, and crime are concepts that do not 
always easily mesh. Some forms of deviance are not violations of 
the criminal law, and the reverse is equally true (see Figure 1–2). 
Deviant styles of dress, for example, although perhaps outlandish 
to the majority, are generally not circumscribed by criminal law 
unless (perhaps) decency statutes are violated by a lack of cloth-
ing. Even in such cases, laws are subject to interpretation and 
may be modified as social norms change over time.

Some years ago, for example, a judge in Palm Beach 
County, Florida, held that a city ordinance barring the wear-
ing of baggy pants was unconstitutional.19 County Judge Laura 
Johnson ruled that no matter how “tacky or distasteful” baggy 
pants might be to others, they were merely a fashion statement 
and that wearing them, especially when no nudity is involved, 
is a freedom protected under the Fourteenth Amendment to 
the U.S. Constitution. The ordinance had been overwhelm-
ingly approved by voters only two years earlier. More recently, 
San Francisco’s Board of Supervisors voted to ban total pub-
lic nudity in their city.20 The vote came in late 2012 after a 
 series of complaints had been received about men and women 
strolling through the city’s Castro neighborhood without any 

Taylor Whitfield holds up a sign protesting the ban by San 
Francisco’s Board of Supervisors on public nudity that was passed 
in 2012. Who does public nudity hurt? Should it be criminalized?

■ deviant behavior Human activity that violates social norms.

Illegal
and

Deviant
Illegal Deviant

FIGURE 1–2|The Overlap between Deviance and 
Crime
Source: Schmalleger, Frank, Criminology. Printed and Electronically reproduced 
by permission of Pearson Education, Inc., Upper Saddle River, New Jersey ISBN 
0132966751.
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7

contrasting points of view: (1) the consensus perspective and 
(2) the pluralist perspective.

The consensus perspective holds that laws should be 
enacted to criminalize given forms of behavior when members 
of society generally agree that such laws are necessary. The 
consensus perspective (described in greater detail in Chapter 9) 
is most applicable to homogeneous societies, or those charac-
terized by shared values, norms, and belief systems. In a multi-
cultural and diverse society like the United States, however, a 
shared consensus may be difficult to achieve. In such a society, 
even relatively minor matters may lead to complex debates over 
the issues involved, and these debates show just how difficult it 
is to achieve a consensus over even relatively minor matters in a 
society as complex as our own.

Finally, the question of what should be criminal can be 
distinguished from issues arising from excessive enforcement 
of the law. In one surprising case of what many saw as an 
overreaction by law enforcement officers, a 12-year-old stu-
dent, Alexa Gonzalez, was arrested in New York City in 2010 
for doodling on her junior high school desk with a washable 
felt-tipped marker.22 School safety officers took the girl into 
custody for defacing school property and for creating graffiti—
both against the law in New York City. Upon being turned 
over to New York Police Department (NYPD) officers as 
required by school policy, Alexa was handcuffed and taken 
to a police station. After spending hours in confinement, the 
girl was released into the custody of her mother. Eventually, 
she was ordered to perform eight hours of community service 
and assigned to write an essay on what she had learned from 
the experience. The question in this case was not whether 
defacing public property is wrong and if there should be a law 
against it, but how the police should react to such situations.

The second perspective, the pluralist perspective of 
crime (also described in more detail in Chapter 9) recognizes 
the importance of diversity in societies like ours. It says that 
behaviors are typically criminalized through a political process 
only after debate over the appropriate course of action. The 
political process often takes the form of legislation and may 
involve appellate court action (by those who don’t agree with 
the legislation). After the horrific shootings that occurred at 
the Sandy Hook Elementary School in 2012, for example, 

Finally, we should add that delinquency, a term often 
used in conjunction with crime and deviance, refers to viola-
tions of the criminal law and other misbehavior committed by 
young people. The laws of many states proclaim that “youth” 
ends at a person’s eighteenth birthday, although others specify 
the sixteenth or seventeenth birthday as meeting that require-
ment. All states, however, specify certain offenses, like running 
away from home, being ungovernable, and drinking alcohol, as 
illegal for children, but not for adults.

What Should Be 
Criminal?
By now, you have probably realized that the question “What is 
crime?” differs from the question “What should be criminal?” 

Although most people 
agree that certain forms 
of behavior, such as mur-
der, rape, burglary, and 
theft, should be against 
the law, there is far less 
agreement about the ap-
propriate legal status of 
things like drug use, abor-
tion (including the use 
of  “abortion pills” like 
RU-486, or Mifeprex), 
gambling, “deviant” forms  
of consensual adult sexual  
behavior, psychic readings,  

and even certain forms of attire. In 2014, for example, voters in 
Oregon, Alaska, and the District of Columbia legalized the rec-
reational use of marijuana in their jurisdictions. In voting “yes 
to pot,” they joined Colorado and Washington state which had 
earlier allowed responsible private possession and recreational use 
of marijuana by people over 21.

While the question “What should be criminal?” can be 
answered in many different ways, the social and intellectual 
processes by which an answer is reached can be found in two 

■ delinquency A term often used in conjunction with crime 
and deviance, it refers to violations of the criminal law and other 
misbehavior committed by young people.
■ consensus perspective A viewpoint that holds that laws 
should be enacted to criminalize given forms of behavior when 
members of society generally agree that such laws are necessary.

The consensus view-
point holds that laws 
should be enacted to 
criminalize given forms 
of behavior when 
members of society 
generally agree that 
such laws are necessary.

■ pluralist perspective A viewpoint that says that behav-
iors are typically criminalized through a political process only 
after debate over the appropriate course of action.
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8    CHAPTER 1  

CRIME in the NEWS 
What Should Be Criminal?

Although most people agree that certain forms of behavior, such as 
murder, rape, burglary, and theft, should be against the law, there is far 
less agreement about the appropriate legal status of things like abortion, 
gay marriage, gambling, gun ownership, drug use, and other contro-
versial forms of behavior.

One issue that has been trending both in the political arena and on 
social media is the legalization of marijuana. While drug use and abuse 
will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 14, the present wave 
of legislation to legalize marijuana for both medical and recreational 
purposes provides a good example of the difficulty in deciding what 
should or should not be considered criminal.

While existing federal law provides strict penalties for marijuana 
possession, production, sale, or use, a number of U.S. jurisdictions 

have recently modified their laws to legalize the possession of 
small amounts of marijuana for personal use. Most of these new 
laws, while they permit either recreational or medical marijuana 
use, prohibit the substance from being consumed in public, and 
limit the amount (and sometimes the form) allowed. As with other 
substances that may  affect reaction time and judgment, jurisdic-
tions that have expanded the  legal availability of marijuana prohibit 
operating a motor vehicle while  under the influence, and do not 
permit marijuana intoxication to be used as a defense against crimi-
nal charges.

Although many observers expect marijuana legalization to 
soon   expand to additional states, disparities between federal and 
state laws, and battles between opposing sides in state and federal 

CONNECTICUT patients with
a documented debilitating medical
condition may possess up to a one-
month supply.

RHODE ISLAND limited medical use
permitted by authorized patients.

DELAWARE patients with a
documented debilitating medical
condition may possess up to
six ounces.

ALABAMA possession of a prescribed,
non-intoxicating marijuana extract
is allowed for use by patients for
treatment of seizures. 

TEXAS, GEORGIA,
OHIO, and
PENNSYLVANIA
are expected to
approve some use
of medical
marijuana within
the next year
or two.

NEW MEXICO
limited medical
use permitted.

HAWAII limited medical
use permitted by
authorized patients.

ARIZONA patients
with written
certification from a
physician may
grow up to 12
plants.

NEVADA limited
medical use
permitted by
authorized
patients.

CALIFORNIA
patients require a
physician's
recommendation
to possess, use, or
grow marijuana.

MONTANA
limited medical
use permitted
by authorized
patients.

WISCONSIN
limited medical
use of non-
psychoactive drug
permitted by
authorized
patients.

ILLINOIS limited
medical use
permitted by
authorized patients.

TENNESSEE limited
medical use
permitted by
authorized
patients.

MEDICAL

NEW YORK non-
smokable medical
marijuana
permitted.

FLORIDA extremely limited medical
use of non-psychoactive marijuana is
permitted for very ill patients.

NEW JERSEY
medical use
permitted by
authorized
patients.

Note: Some state medical marijuana laws, like those in Alaska and
Colorado, have been effectively rendered redundant by later legislation
legalizing the drug for recreational purposes.

legislatures at both the state and federal levels began to reex-
amine gun laws to see if new laws were needed to keep guns 
out of the hands of potential mass killers. Given the diversity of 
perspectives that characterize our society, however, agreement 
was not easy to reach—and gun-control proponents vigorously 
debated those who sought to retain existing laws supporting 
gun ownership. Learn more about both sides of the gun-control 
debate via Web Extras 1–1 and 1–2.

What Is Criminology?
The attempt to understand crime and deviance predates writ-
ten history. Prehistoric evidence, including skeletal remains 
showing signs of primitive cranial surgery, seems to indicate 
that preliterate people explained deviant behavior by refer-
ence to spirit possession. Primitive surgery was an attempt to 
release unwanted spiritual influences. In the thousands of years 
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MAINE legislative
action to legalize is
expected is 2016.

 NEVADA legislative
 action to legalize is 
 excepted in 2016.  MICHIGAN 15 cities,

 including Detroit
 and Lansing, have
 legalized the
 possession of small
 amounts of
 marijuana for
 private use.ARIZONA a ballot

measure is 
expected to pass
in 2016.

 NEW HAMPSHIRE
 legislative action to
 legalize is expected
 in 2017.

MASSACHUSETTS
legislative action
to legalize is
expected is 2016.

VERMONT
legislative action
to legalize is
expected in 2017.

RHODE ISLAND
legislative action to
legalize is expected
in 2017.

 D.C. possession of
 up to two ounces
 of marijuana for
 personal
 consumption is
 legal and citizens
 may grow up to six
 cannabis plants.

MARYLAND
legislative action to
legalize is expected
by 2017.

COLORADO
private
recreational use is
permitted.

HAWAII legislative
action to legalize is
expected by 2017.

WASHINGTON
STATE adults may 
possess up to 1 oz.
of cannabis or 16
oz. of marijuana- 
infused product in
solid form for
private, personal 
use.

OREGON
possession of up to
1 ounce of
marijuana in public 
and 8 ounces at
home is permitted.
The law also allows
up to 4 marijuana
plants per 
household.

CALIFORNIA a
legalization ballot
measure is
expected in 2016.

ALASKA legalizes
and regulates the
consumption of
marijuana for those
21 and older. It also
allows home
cultivation.

RECREATIONAL

courts, may yet lead to a rolling back of the movement toward 
marijuana legalization. The figures in this box show the status of 
marijuana laws as of late 2015. Chapter 14 provides more detail 
on both the historical and  current issues involved in marijuana 
legalization.

Discussion Questions 
1. How do you feel about the legalization of marijuana for personal 

recreational use?

2. Would you want to live in a state in which marijuana is legal? 
Why or why not?

Sources: Josh Harkinson, “Map: The United States of Legal Weed,” Mother Jones, November 5, 2014; Patrick Whittle, “Pro-marijuana Groups Eye Northeastern 
States, Including Maine,” The Washington Post, November 23, 2014; NORML, “Introduction,” http://norml.org/legal/item/introduction-6; “Marijuana and Medical 
Marijuana,” The New York Times (newsfeed), http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/subjects/m/marijuana/index.html; Mike Adams, “The Big Debate 
Over Marijuana,” November 24, 2014, http://www.hightimes.com/read/big-debate-over-big-marijuana; “Legal Marijuana Industry Outlook Positive as Advanced 
Technologies & Socially Acceptable Cannabis Products Lead to Increased Revenues,” CNN Money, November 24, 2014, http://money.cnn.com/news/newsfeeds/
articles/prnewswire/enUK201411241309.htm.

since, many other theoretical perspectives on crime have been 
 advanced. This text describes various criminological theories 
and covers some of the more popular ones in detail.

Defining “Criminology”
Before beginning any earnest discussion, however, it is nec-
essary to define the term criminology. As our earlier discus-
sion of the nature of crime and deviance indicates, not only 

must criminologists deal with a complex subject matter— 
consisting of a broad range of illegal behaviors committed 
by frequently unknown or uncooperative individuals—but 
they also must manage their work under changing conditions 
mandated by ongoing revisions of the law and fluctuating 
social policy. In addition, as we have already seen, a wide 
variety of perspectives on the nature of crime abound. All this 
leads to considerable difficulties in defining the subject matter 
under study.

■ social policy A government initiative, program, or plan 
intended to address problems in society. The war on crime, for 
example, is a kind of generic (large-scale) social policy—one 
consisting of many smaller programs.
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10    CHAPTER 1  

■ criminology An interdisciplinary profession built around 
the scientific study of crime and criminal behavior, including 
their forms, causes, legal aspects, and control.

to Clemens Bartollas and 
Simon Dinitz, for example, 
“[c]riminology is the sci-
entific study of crime.”31 
Writing in 1989, Bartollas 
and Dinitz seemed to be 
echoing an earlier defini-
tion of criminology offered 
by Marvin E. Wolfgang 

and Franco Ferracuti, who wrote in 1967, “Criminology is the 
scientific study of crime, criminals, and criminal behavior.”32

One of the most comprehensive definitions of the term 
criminology that is available today comes from the European 
Society of Criminology (ESC), which in its constitution de-
fines criminology as “all scholarly, scientific and professional 
knowledge concerning the explanation, prevention, control 
and treatment of crime and delinquency, offenders and victims, 
including the measurement and detection of crime, legislation, 
and the practice of criminal law, and law enforcement, judicial, 
and correctional systems.”33 ESC’s emphasis is on “knowl-
edge”; even though it mentions the “practice” of what many 
would call criminal justice (i.e., policing, courts, and correc-
tions), it is the study and knowledge of such practice that form 
the crux of the ESC perspective.

For our purposes, we will use a definition somewhat simpler 
than that of the ESC but one that brings together the works of 
previous writers and also recognizes the increasingly professional 
status of the criminological enterprise. Throughout this text, then, 
we will say that criminology is an interdisciplinary profession built 
around the scientific study of crime and criminal behavior, including their 
forms, causes, legal aspects, and control. As this definition indicates, 
criminology includes consideration of possible solutions to the 
problem of crime. Hence, this text (in later chapters) describes 
treatment strategies and social policy initiatives that have grown 
out of the existing array of theoretical explanations for crime.

Our definition is in keeping with the work of Jack 
P.  Gibbs, a notable contemporary criminologist, who writes 
that the purpose of criminology is to offer well-researched and 
objective answers to four basic questions: (1) “Why do crime 
rates vary?” (2) “Why do individuals differ as to criminality?” 
(3) “Why is there variation in reactions to crime?” and (4) 
“What are the possible means of controlling criminality?”34 It is 
important to note that our definition and Gibbs’s guiding que-
ries encompass a number of different terms that are sometimes 
easily confused. Criminology, criminality, crime, deviance, 
and criminal behavior are five concepts used in this chapter 
and throughout this text, and learning the definition of each 
provides a good start for anyone studying in this field.

As a field of study, criminology in its present form is pri-
marily a social scientific discipline. Contemporary criminologists 

There is some evidence that the term criminology was 
coined by a Frenchman, Paul Topinard, in 1889;23 he used 
it to differentiate the study of criminal body types within the 
field of anthropology from other biometric pursuits.24 While he 
may have coined the term, Topinard did little to help define it. 
As with the concept of crime, various definitions of criminol-
ogy can be found in the literature today. About two decades 
ago, criminologist Joseph F. Sheley wrote, “There seem to be 
nearly as many definitions of contemporary criminology as there are 
criminologists.”25

One straightforward definition can be had from a lin-
guistic analysis of the word criminology. As most people know, 
-ology means “the study of something,” and the word crimen 
comes from the Latin, meaning “accusation,” “charge,” or 
“guilt.” Hence, linguistically speaking, the term criminology 
literally means “the study of criminal accusations,” that is, 
“the study of crime.” In addition to this fundamental kind of 
linguistic definition, three other important types of definitions 
can be found in the literature: (1) disciplinary, (2) causative, 
and (3) scientific. Each type of definition is distinguished by 
its focus. Disciplinary definitions are those that, as their name 
implies, focus on criminology as a discipline. Seen from this 
viewpoint, criminology is a field of study or a body of knowl-
edge. Some of the earliest criminologists of the past century, 
including Edwin H. Sutherland, who is often referred to 
as the “dean of American criminology,” offered definitions 
of their field that emphasized its importance as a discipline of  
study. Sutherland, for example, wrote in the first edition of 
his textbook Criminology in 1924, “Criminology is the body 
of knowledge regarding the social problem of crime.”26 
Sutherland’s text was to set the stage for much of American 
criminology throughout the rest of the twentieth century. 
Reprinted in 1934 with the title Principles of Criminology,27 it 
was to become the most influential textbook ever written in 
the field of criminology.28

Although Sutherland died in 1950, his revered text was 
revised for many years by Donald R. Cressey and later by 
David F. Luckenbill. By 1974, Sutherland’s classic definition 
of criminology had been modified by Cressey: “Criminology 
is the body of knowledge regarding delinquency and crime as 
a social phenomenon. It includes within its scope the processes 
of making laws, of breaking laws, and of reacting toward the 
breaking of laws.”29

Causative definitions emphasize criminology’s role in un-
covering the underlying causes of crime. In keeping with such 
an emphasis, contemporary criminologists Gennaro F. Vito and 
Ronald M. Holmes stated, “Criminology is the study of the 
causes of crime.”30

Finally, some point to the scientific nature of contempo-
rary criminology as its distinguishing characteristic. According 

There is some evidence  
that the term criminol - 
ogy was coined by a  
Frenchman, Paul 
Topinard, in 1889. . . .

■ criminality A behavioral predisposition that disproportion-
ately favors criminal activity.
■ criminal behavior Human activity, both intentional and 
negligent, that violates the criminal law. It may include a failure 
to act when there is a legal obligation to do so.
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CRIME in the NEWS 
The New Face of Crime 

In 2015, 31-year-old Ross Ulbricht, the mastermind behind the 
illegal online marketplace known as Silk Road, was sentenced in 
Manhattan federal court to spend the rest of his life in prison. He 
was also ordered to forfeit $183,961,921 in illegal profits. Silk Road, 
which offered sex, firearms, illegal drugs, pharmaceuticals, hacking 
services, and even killings-for-hire, was created in 2011 and operated 
on what’s known as the dark Web. Participants used sophisticated 
and secretive Web browsers, and conducted transactions in untrace-
able Bitcoins. Officials estimated that the site, before it was shut 
down, had nearly a million users and raked in over $1.2 billion in 
sales through millions of transactions.

Online, Ulbricht used the pseudonym Dread Pirate Roberts. 
Before his true identity was known, the media described him as a 
“virtual criminal mastermind” and an “online mob boss” who became 
the new face of organized crime. Ulbricht was said to have personally 
used his creation to fund a $150,000 hit on a Canadian man who tried 
to extort him. Investigators said that he later followed up by order-
ing the killing of the blackmailer’s four friends. Ulbricht, however, 
was  ultimately held responsible for the crimes that others committed 
through the Silk Road portal. U.S. Attorney Preet Bharara says that 
“Ulbricht bears responsibility for the overdoses, addictions, and other 
foreseeable repercussions of the illegal drugs sold on Silk Road.” It 
doesn’t matter, Bharara said, “that he did not personally handle those 
drugs; neither would a traditional kingpin.”

Silk Road was the first massive online marketplace for illegal 
goods and services, and it provided a blueprint for other criminals 
wanting to conduct business autonomously. At sentencing, federal 
Judge Katherine B. Forrest told Ulbricht that “as the first person” 
to create a virtual world in which any kind of illegal business could 
be conducted, he had to pay the price. Anyone who was thinking 

of following in Ulbricht’s footsteps, said the judge, needs to know 
clearly “and without equivocation that if you break the law this way, 
there will be very serious consequences.”

Discussion Questions 
1. What does the conviction of Ross Ulbricht have to say about the 

nature of crime in America today?

2. Why did Ulbricht receive such a harsh sentence?

Silk Road founder, Ross Ulbricht. In 2015, Ulbricht was sentenced 
to life in prison for creating the anything-goes Internet site.

Sources: FBI Press Release, “Ross Ulbricht, AKA Dread Pirate Roberts, Sentenced in Manhattan Federal Court to Life in Prison,” May 29, 2015, https://
www.fbi.gov/newyork/press-releases/2015/ross-ulbricht-aka-dread-pirate-roberts-sentenced-in-manhattan-federal-court-to-life-in-prison; and “Silk Road: 
How One Virtual ‘Mob Boss’ Became the New Face of Organized Crime,” News.com.au, July 14, 2015, http://www.news.com.au/technology/online/
silk-road-how-one-virtual-mob-boss-became-the-new-face-of-organised-crime/story-fnjwnj25-1227441204850.

generally recognize, however, that their field is  interdisciplinary—
that is, it draws upon other disciplines to provide an integrated 
approach to understanding the problem of crime in contem-
porary society and to advance solutions to the problems crime 
creates. Hence, anthropology (especially cultural anthropology 
or ethnology), biology, sociology, political science, psychol-
ogy, psychiatry, economics, ethology (the study of character), 
medicine, law, philosophy, ethics, and numerous other fields all 
have something to offer the student of criminology, as do the 
tools provided by statistics, computer science, and other forms 
of scientific and data analysis (see Figure 1–3).

The interdisciplinary nature of criminology was well stated 
by Jim Short, past president of the American Society of 
Criminology (ASC), who said, “The organization of knowl-
edge by traditional disciplines has become increasingly anach-
ronistic, as the generation of knowledge has become more 
 interdisciplinary. From its earliest beginnings, when philosophers 

grappled with relationships between human nature and behavior 
and biologists sought to relate human physiology to behavior, 
criminology’s concerns have reached across virtually all disci-
plines that focus on the human condition. Additionally, much of 
the impetus for criminology has come from concerns that crime 
be controlled. Criminology thus cuts across professions as well as 
disciplines.”35

It is important to note that, although criminology may 
be interdisciplinary as well as cross-professional, few existing 
explanations for criminal behavior have been successfully or 
fully integrated. Just as physicists today are seeking a unified 
field theory to explain the wide variety of observable forms 
of matter and energy, criminologists have yet to develop a 
generally accepted integrated approach to crime and criminal 
behavior that can explain the many diverse forms of criminal-
ity while also leading to effective social policies in the area of 
crime control. The attempt to construct criminological theories 
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12    CHAPTER 1  

that are relevant to the problems of today is made all the more 
difficult because, as discussed earlier, the phenomenon under 
study—crime—is very wide-ranging and is subject to arbitrary 
and sometimes unpredictable legalistic and definitional changes.

A successfully integrated field of criminology must bring 
together the contributions of various theoretical perspectives 
and disciplines, but it must also—if it is to have any relevance—
blend the practical requirements of our nation’s judicial system 
with emotional and rational calls for morality and justice. Is the 
death penalty, for example, justified? If so, on what basis? Is it 
because it is a type of vengeance and therefore deserved? Can 
we say that it is unjustified because many sociological studies 
have shown that it does little to reduce the rate of serious crime 
such as murder? Just what do we mean by “justice,” and what 
can criminological studies tell us—if anything—about what is 
just and what is unjust?

The editors of the journal Theoretical Criminology,36 which 
began publication over a decade ago, wrote in the inaugural 
issue that “criminology has always been somewhat of a haphaz-
ardly-assembled umbrella-like structure which nevertheless use-
fully shelters a variety of theoretical interests that are espoused 
and employed by different disciplinary, methodological and 
political traditions.” Such a structure, they said, “has obvious 
advantages, notably that it facilitates an interdisciplinary and 
inclusivist formation rather than supposing an exclusive but 
contentious ‘core.’ But one of its weaknesses is that its inhabit-
ants, many of whom shuttle backwards and forwards between it 
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FIGURE 1–3 |Criminology’s Many Roots
Source: Schmalleger, Frank, Criminology. Printed and Electronically reproduced 
by permission of Pearson Education, Inc., Upper Saddle River, New Jersey.

Crime-scene investigators, like the person 
shown here, can provide crucial clues needed to solve crimes. 
How does the work of a criminologist differ from that of a 
criminalist? Would you like either kind of work?
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and their parent disciplines, tend to communicate honestly and 
meaningfully only with those who speak the same theoretical 
language.”37 In other words, while the field of criminology can 
benefit from the wide variety of ideas available via a multiplicity 
of perspectives, all of which seek to understand the phenom-
enon we call “crime,” successful cross-disciplinary collaboration 
can be quite difficult.

As our earlier definition of criminology indicates, however, 
it is more than a field of study or a collection of theories; it is 
also a discipline and a profession.38 More than a decade ago, in 
his presidential address to the ASC, Charles F. Wellford iden-
tified the “primary purposes” of the criminology profession: 
“Controlling crime through prevention, rehabilitation, and 
deterrence and ensuring that the criminal justice system reflects 
the high aspiration we have as a society of ‘justice for all’ char-
acterize the principal goals that in my judgment motivate the 
work of our field.”39

Notably, criminology also contributes to the discipline of 
criminal justice, which emphasizes application of the criminal 
law and study of the components of the justice system, espe-
cially the police, courts, and corrections. As one author stated, 
“Criminology gives prominence to questions about the causes of 
criminality, while the control of lawbreaking is at the heart of crimi-
nal justice.”40 Learn more about the interdisciplinary nature of 
criminology via Web Extra 1–3. Read a few articles describing 
the nature of contemporary criminology at Library Extras 1–1,  
1–2, and 1–3.

■ criminal justice The scientific study of crime, the crimi-
nal law, and components of the criminal justice system, including 
the police, courts, and corrections.
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science but have specialized in the study and control of crime 
and deviance. Most PhD criminologists teach either criminol-
ogy or criminology-related subjects in institutions of higher 
learning, including universities and two- and four-year colleges. 
Nearly all criminology professors are involved in research or 
writing projects by which they strive to advance criminologi-
cal knowledge. Some PhD criminologists are strictly research-
ers and work for federal agencies like the National Institute 
of Justice (NIJ), the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS), and the 
National Criminal Justice Reference Service (NCJRS) or for 
private (albeit often government-funded) organizations with 
names such as RAND and the Search Group, Inc.

The results of criminological research in the United States 
are generally published in journals like Criminology (the official 
publication of the American Society of Criminology [ASC]), 
Theoretical Criminology, Justice Quarterly (the Academy of Criminal 
Justice Sciences), Crime and Delinquency, the American Journal of 
Criminal Justice (the Southern Criminal Justice Association), the 
Journal of Qualitative Criminology, Social Problems, and Victimology.43 
International English-language journals are numerous and  include 
the Canadian Journal of Criminology, the Australian and New Zealand 
Journal of Criminology, and the British Journal of Criminology. Read 
some of these journals and visit the organizations that sponsor them 
at Web Extra 1–4.

People who have 
earned master’s and 
bachelor’s degrees in 
the field of criminology 
often find easy entrance 
into police investigative 
or support work, proba-
tion and parole agencies, 
court-support activities, 

and correctional (prison) work. Criminologists also work for 
government agencies interested in the development of effective 
social policies intended to deter or combat crime. Many crimi-
nologists with master’s degrees also teach at two- and four-year 
colleges and schools.

Private security provides another career track for individu-
als interested in criminology and criminal justice. The number 
of personnel employed by private security agencies today is 
twice that of public law enforcement agencies, and the gap is 
widening. Many upper- and mid-level private managers work-
ing for private security firms hold criminology or criminal jus-
tice degrees. The same may soon be true for the majority of law 
enforcement personnel, especially those in managerial positions.

Anyone trained in criminology has many alternatives (see 
Table 1–2). Some people with undergraduate degrees in crimi-
nology or criminal justice decide to go on to law school. Some 
teach high school, whereas others become private investigators. 

What Do  
Criminologists Do?
A typical dictionary definition of a criminologist is “one who 
studies crime, criminals, and criminal behavior.”41 Occasionally, 
the term criminologist is used broadly to describe almost anyone 
who works in the criminal justice field, regardless of formal 
training. There is a growing tendency, however, to reserve 
application of the term criminologist to academics, researchers, 
and policy analysts with advanced degrees who are involved 
in the study of crime and crime trends and in the analysis of 
societal reactions to crime. Hence, it is more appropriate today 
to  describe specially skilled investigators, crime-laboratory tech-
nicians, fingerprint experts, crime-scene photographers, bal-
listics experts, and others who work to solve particular crimes 
as criminalists. A criminalist is “a specialist in the collection 
and  examination of the physical evidence of crime.”42 Police 
officers, corrections professionals, probation and parole officers, 
judges, district attorneys, criminal defense attorneys, and others 
who do the day-to-day work of the criminal justice system are 
best referred to as criminal justice professionals.

Academic criminologists and research criminologists gener-
ally hold doctoral degrees (PhDs) in the field of criminology or 
criminal justice from an accredited university. Some criminolo-
gists hold degrees in related fields like sociology and political 

■ criminologist One who is trained in the field of criminol-
ogy; also, one who studies crime, criminals, and criminal behavior.
■ criminalist A specialist in the collection and examination 
of the physical evidence of crime.

Criminology examines the causes of crime and seeks ways to 
prevent or control it. Criminal justice examines the criminal justice 
system, including police, courts, and corrections. How do the 
two disciplines complement one another?
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track for individuals   
interested in criminology 
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14    CHAPTER 1  

Many criminologists provide civic organizations (such as vic-
tims’ assistance and justice advocacy groups) with much-needed 
expertise, a few work for politicians and legislative bodies, 
and some appear on talk shows to debate the pros and cons of 
 various kinds of social policies designed to fight crime. Some 
criminologists even write texts like this one! For more thoughts 
on the role of criminologists in the twenty-first  century, read 
Library Extra 1–4.

Theoretical Criminology
Theoretical criminology, a subfield of general criminology, 
is the type of criminology most often found in colleges and uni-
versities. Theoretical criminology, rather than simply describing 

TABLE 1–2 What Do Criminologists Do?

The term criminologist is usually applied to credentialed individuals, such as those 
holding advanced degrees in the field, who engage in the study of crime, criminal 
behavior, and crime trends. The word criminalist is used to describe people who 
 specialize in the collection and examination of the physical evidence associated 
with specific crimes. Others working in the criminal justice system are called criminal 
justice professionals. This table and Figures 1–4 and 1–5 illustrate these differences.

Data gathering Public service

Data analysis Analysis of crime patterns and trends

Theory construction Scholarly presentations and publications

Hypothesis testing Education and training

Social policy creation Threat assessment and risk analysis

Public advocacy Service as an expert witness at trial or in 
other court proceedings

Teaching Public speaking 

Forensics examiner Crime-scene photographer

Crime-laboratory technician Polygraph operator

Ballistics expert Fingerprint examiner

Crime-scene investigator

Law enforcement officer Judge

Probation or parole officer Defense attorney

Correctional officer Prosecutor

Prison program director Jailer

Cybercrime investigator Private security officer and supervisor

Juvenile justice worker Victims’ advocate

crime and its occurrence, posits ex-
planations for criminal behavior. As 
Sutherland stated, “The problem in 
criminology is to explain the crimi-
nality of behavior. However, an ex-
planation of criminal behavior should 
be a specific part of [a] general theory 
of behavior and its task should be to 
differentiate criminal from noncrimi-
nal behavior.”44

To explain and understand crime, 
criminologists have developed many 
theories. As we shall see in Chapter 2,  
A theory, at least in its ideal form, 
is made up of clearly stated proposi-
tions that posit relationships, often 
of a causal sort, between events and 
things under study. An old Roman 
theory, for example, proposed that 
insanity was caused by the influence 
of the moon and may even follow its 
cycles—hence the term lunacy.

Theories attempt to provide us 
with explanatory power and help us 
understand the phenomenon under 
study. The more applicable a theory 
is found to be, the more generaliz-
able it is from one specific instance 
to others—in other words, the more 
it can be applied to other situations. 
A general theory of crime is one 
that attempts to explain all (or at 
least most) forms of criminal con-
duct through a single overarching 

 approach. Unfortunately, as Don M. Gottfredson, past president 
of the ASC, observed, “Theories in criminology tend to be 
 unclear and lacking in justifiable generality.”45 When we con-
sider the wide range of behaviors regarded as criminal—from 
murder to drug use to white-collar crime to cybercrime—it 
seems difficult to imagine one theory that can explain them all 
or that might even explain the same type of behavior under 
varying circumstances. Still, many past theoretical approaches 
to crime causation were unicausal while attempting to be all-
inclusive; that is, the approaches posited a single identifiable 
source for all serious deviant and criminal behavior.

An integrated theory, in contrast to a general theory, 
does not necessarily attempt to explain all criminality but is 
distinguishable by the fact that it merges (or attempts to merge) 

■ theoretical criminology A subfield of general criminol-
ogy, it posits explanations for criminal behavior.
■ theory A series of interrelated propositions that attempts to de-
scribe, explain, predict, and ultimately control some class of events.  
A theory gains explanatory power from inherent  logical consistency 
and is tested by how well it describes and predicts reality.

■ general theory A theory that attempts to explain all (or at 
least most) forms of criminal conduct through a single overarching 
approach.
■ unicausal Having one cause. Unicausal theories posit only 
one source for all that they attempt to explain.
■ integrated theory An explanatory perspective that merges 
(or attempts to merge) concepts drawn from different sources.

Source: Pearson Education, Inc.
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Both the general applicability and the theoretical integra-
tion of criminological theories to a wide variety of law-violat-
ing behaviors are intuitively appealing concepts. Even far more 
limited attempts at criminological theorizing, however, often 
face daunting challenges. “As we shall see,” noted Gibbons, 
“criminologists have not managed to articulate a large collec-
tion of relatively formalized arguments in a general or integrated 
form.”48 So, although we will use the word theory in describing 
the many explanations for crime covered by this text, it should 
be recognized that the word will only loosely apply to many of 
the perspectives on crime causation that we will discuss.

As we shall learn in Chapter 2, many social scientists insist 
that, to be considered theories, explanations must consist of sets 
of clearly stated, logically interrelated, and measurable proposi-
tions. The fact that only a few of the theories described in this 
text rise above the level of organized conjecture—and those offer 
only limited generalizability and have rarely been integrated—is 
one of the greatest challenges facing criminology today.

Criminology  
and Social Policy
The ultimate outcome of successful criminological theorizing is 
a set of meaningful social policies based on scientific evidence 
that proves the theory’s usefulness (see Chapter 2). Translating 
the results of research in the field of criminology into workable 
social policy is sometimes referred to as translational crimi-
nology. The National Institute of Justice (NIJ), an arm of the 
U.S. Department of Justice, explains it this way: “The idea of 
translational criminology is simple, yet powerful: If we want to 
prevent, reduce and manage crime, we must be able to translate 
scientific discoveries into policy and practice.”49

It is not always easy to translate research into practice, how-
ever, even when solid evidence points to needed changes in 
 policy. Some policy implications, such as those relating to the 
physical environment, for example, are relatively easy to imple-
ment. Not only do most criminologists agree that such changes, 
such as installing brighter lighting in crime-prone  areas, can be 
effective at preventing crime, but they are also easy to implement.

Other policy innovations, especially those calling for cul-
tural or social changes, can be difficult to implement, even 
when there is strong evidence for their likely success. In a 
 recent example, an editorial in the highly regarded British 
magazine New Scientist asked this question: “Why are we so 
reluctant to accept that on-screen violence is bad for us?”50 The 
article entitled “In Denial” noted that “by the time the  average 
U.S. schoolchild leaves elementary school, he or she will have 
witnessed more than 8,000 murders and 100,000 other acts of 
violence on television.” For children who play computer games 

concepts drawn from different sources. As noted criminologist 
Gregg Barak stated, “An integrative criminology seeks to bring 
together the diverse bodies of knowledge that represent the 
full array of disciplines that study crime.”46 Hence, integrated 
theories provide potentially wider explanatory power than 
narrower formulations. Don C. Gibbons, professor of sociol-
ogy at Portland State University, noted, “The basic idea of 
 theoretical integration is straightforward; it concerns the com-
binations of single theories or elements of those theories into a 
more comprehensive argument. At the same time, it would be 
well to note that in practice, integration is a matter of degree: 
some theorists have combined or integrated more concepts or 
 theoretical elements than have others.”47

FIGURE 1–4|Jobs in the Field of Criminalistics
Source: Schmalleger, Frank, Criminology. Printed and Electronically reproduced 
by permission of Pearson Education, Inc., Upper Saddle River, New Jersey.

• Law enforcement officer

• Judge

• Probation or parole officer

• Defense attorney

• Correctional officer

• Prosecutor

• Prison program director

• Jailer

• Computer crime investigator

• Private security officer

• Juvenile justice worker

• Victims’ advocate

FIGURE 1–5|Jobs in the Field of Criminal Justice
Source: Schmalleger, Frank, Criminology. Printed and Electronically reproduced 
by permission of Pearson Education, Inc., Upper Saddle River, New Jersey.

■ translational criminology A form of criminology 
whose purpose it is to translate the results of research into 
 workable  social policy.
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16    CHAPTER 1  

effectively.”57 Blumstein added, “So little is known about the 
causes of crime and about the effects of criminal justice policy 
on crime that new insights about the criminal justice system can 
often be extremely revealing and can eventually change the way 
people think about the crime problem or about the criminal 
justice system.”58

The Theme of This Text
At the core of today’s thinking about crime exists a crucial dis-
tinction between those who believe that crime is a manifestation 
of underlying social problems beyond the control of individuals 
(the social problems perspective) and those who emphasize that 
crime is a matter of individual responsibility (the social responsi-
bility perspective).

Building upon this distinction, this text contrasts two 
 perspectives now popular in U.S. society and in much of the 
rest of the world (see Figure 1–6). One point of view, termed 
the social problems perspective, holds that crime is a conse-
quence of underlying social problems such as poverty, discrimi-
nation, inequality of opportunity, breakdown of traditional 
social institutions, low level of formal education among some 
disadvantaged groups, pervasive family violence experienced by 
some during the formative years, and inadequate socialization 
practices that leave too many young people without the  fun-
damental values necessary to contribute meaningfully to the 
society in which they live. Advocates of the social problems 
perspective, while generally agreeing that crime and violence 

and watch cable TV, the numbers will be far higher. Scientific 
studies show the obvious detrimental effects of media violence, 
according to the article, “yet every time a study claims to have 
found a link between aggression, violence, educational, or 
 behavioral problems and TV programs or computer games, 
there are cries of incredulity. . . .”51

A number of professional groups—including the American 
Medical Association, the American Academy of Pediatrics, 
the American Psychological Association, and the American 
Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry—agree that vio-
lence in television, music, video games, and movies leads to 
increased levels of violent behavior among children.52 A joint 
statement issued by those organizations says that the effects 
of violence in the  media “are measurable and long-lasting.” 
The groups reached the conclusion “based on over 30 years 
of  research . . . that viewing entertainment violence can lead 
to  increases in aggressive attitudes, values and behaviors, par-
ticularly in children.” Moreover, “prolonged viewing of media 
violence can lead to emotional desensitization toward vio-
lence in real life.” Similarly, some years ago the Federal Trade 
Commission (FTC) issued a report53 on teenage violence that 
concluded that “Hollywood aggressively markets violent mov-
ies, music and electronic games to children even when they have 
been labeled as appropriate only for adults.”54 The complete 
116-page FTC report Marketing Violent Entertainment to Children 
is available at Web Extra 1–5.

Even after such findings, however, policy makers are 
reluctant to slow the production of violent media. For this 
reason, violence on TV and in video games is still prominent 
in the United States. New Scientist says media vendors dissuade 
“any criticism of a multibillion-dollar business” where they 
would lose profits resulting from any policies aimed at crime 
reduction.55

Anyone interested in the creation of sound social policy 
must respect the well-researched findings of today’s criminolo-
gists. In the words of NIJ, “Successful dissemination of the results 
of criminological research requires that the evidence is imple-
mented correctly. In other words, it is not just about finding 
 evidence that something works; it is figuring out why it works 
and how to implement the evidence in real-world settings.”56 

Professional criminologists are acutely aware of the need 
to link sound social policy to the objective findings of well-
conducted criminological research. A meeting of the ASC, 
for example, focused on the need to forge just such a link. At 
the meeting, ASC president Alfred Blumstein, of Carnegie 
Mellon University, told criminologists gathered there that “an 
important mission of the ASC and its members involves the 
generation of knowledge that is useful in dealing with crime 
and the operation of the criminal justice system, and then 
helping public officials to use that knowledge intelligently and 

Social
Responsibility

Social
Problems

FIGURE 1–6|The Theme of This Text: Social Problems 
versus Social Responsibility

■ social problems perspective The belief that crime is a 
manifestation of underlying social problems, such as poverty, dis-
crimination, pervasive family violence, inadequate socialization 
practices, and the breakdown of traditional social institutions.
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increased security as well as a wider use of police powers. The 
social responsibility perspective characteristically emphasizes a 
micro approach that tends to focus on individual offenders and 
their unique biology, psychology, background, and immediate 
life experiences.

Over time, the social responsibility perspective has sub-
stantially influenced national crime-control policy. Examples of 
conservatism in our nation’s approach to criminals abound. The 
Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994, for 
example (which is discussed in detail later in this text), expanded 
the number of capital crimes under federal law from a handful of 
offenses to 52.60 The law also made billions of dollars available to 
municipalities to put 100,000 new police officers on the streets 
and allocated billions for states to build and operate prisons and 
incarceration alternatives like “boot camps.” Prison funding was 
intended to ensure that additional prison cells would be available 
to put—and keep—violent offenders behind bars. A subchapter 
of the 1994 Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act 
created a federal three-strikes-and-you’re-out law that mandated 
life imprisonment for criminals convicted of three violent federal 
felonies or drug offenses. Similarly, the law increased or created 
new penalties for over 70 federal criminal offenses, primarily cov-

ering violent crimes, drug 
trafficking, and gun crimes. 
Since the 1994 federal legis-
lation was passed, many states 
have moved to toughen their 
own laws against violent 
criminals; violent juveniles 
and repeat offenders have 
been especially targeted. 
The USA PATRIOT Act— 
enacted in 2001 and re-
newed with modifications 
in 2006—targets terrorism 
and crimes committed in 
support of terrorist activity. 
The PATRIOT Act, which 
was reauthorized again by 
Congress in 2011, has been 

criticized by many for going too far in limiting individual free-
doms and restricting personal choice, although its supporters 
argue that its provisions are needed to fight the war on terrorism 
effectively. The PATRIOT Act and the crime of terrorism are 
discussed in more detail in Chapter 16.

We should note, however, that the implementation of any 
social policy can result in unforeseen consequences—such as the 

are serious social problems, advance solutions based on what is, 
in effect, a public-health model. Adherents of that model say 
that crime must be addressed in much the same way as public-
health concerns like AIDS, herpes, or avian flu.

Proponents of the social problems perspective typically 
see solutions to the crime problem as coming in the form of 
large-scale government expenditures in support of social pro-
grams designed to address the issues that are perceived to lie 
at the root of crime. Government-funded initiatives, designed 
to enhance social, educational, occupational, and other op-
portunities, are perceived as offering programmatic solutions to 
ameliorate most causes of crime. The social problems approach 
to crime is characteristic of what social scientists term a macro 
approach because it portrays instances of individual behavior 
(crimes) as arising out of widespread and contributory social 
conditions that enmesh unwitting individuals in a causal nexus 
of uncontrollable social forces.

A contrasting perspective lays the cause of crime squarely at 
the feet of individual perpetrators. This point of view holds that 
individuals are fundamentally responsible for their own behav-
ior and maintains that offenders choose crime over other, more 
law-abiding courses of action. Perpetrators may choose crime, 
advocates of this perspective say, because it is exciting, because 
it offers illicit pleasures and the companionship of like-minded 
thrill seekers, or because it is simply personally less demanding 
than conformity. This viewpoint, which we shall call the social 
responsibility perspective, has a close affiliation with what 
is known in criminology as rational choice theory (discussed in 
detail in Chapter 3). It is also closely associated with a strongly 
held belief in the importance of free will, which is common to 
Western societies.59 Although the social responsibility perspec-
tive might also be termed the individual responsibility perspec-
tive because it stresses individual responsibility above all else, 
we’ve chosen to use the term social responsibility perspective 
instead because it holds that individuals must be ultimately re-
sponsible to the social group of which they are a part and that 
they should be held accountable by group standards if they are 
not. In short, this perspective is characterized by societal de-
mands for the exercise of individual responsibility.

Advocates of the social responsibility perspective, with 
their emphasis on individual choice, tend to believe that social 
programs do little to solve the problem of crime because, they 
say, a certain number of crime-prone individuals, for a variety 
of personal reasons, will always make irresponsible choices. 
Hence, advocates of the social responsibility approach suggest 
highly personalized crime-reduction strategies based on firm 
punishments, imprisonment, individualized rehabilitation, and 

■ social responsibility perspective The belief that indi-
viduals are fundamentally responsible for their own behavior and 
that they choose crime over other, more law-abiding courses of 
action.

Advocates of the 
social responsibil-
ity approach suggest 
crime-reduction 
strategies based on 
firm punishments, 
imprisonment,  
individualized 
 rehabilitation, and 
increased security.
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18    CHAPTER 1  

members of the criminal justice system. Likewise, it does not 
underplay the costs of crime to individual victims and to society 
as a whole. It does recognize, however, that although a given in-
stance of criminal behavior may have many causes, it also carries 
with it many different kinds of meanings—at least one for offend-
ers, another (generally quite a different meaning, of course) for 
victims, and still another for agents of the criminal justice system. 
Similarly, a wide range of social interest groups, from victims’ 
advocates to prisoner “rights” and gun-control organizations, all 
interpret the  significance of law-breaking behavior from unique 
points of view, and each arrives at different conclusions about 
what should be done about the so-called crime problem.

For these reasons, it is important to apply the concept of social 
relativity to the study of criminality.64 Social relativity means that 
social events are interpreted differently according to the cultural 
experiences and personal interests of the initiator, the observer, 
or the recipient of that behavior. Hence, as a social phenomenon, 
crime means different things to the offender who commits it, to 
the criminologist who studies it, to the police officer who investi-
gates it, and to the victim who experiences it firsthand.

Figure 1–7 illustrates both the causes and the consequences 
of crime in rudimentary diagrammatic form. In keeping with 
the theme of this text, it depicts crime as a social event. The 
figure consists of a foreground, or setting, which describes those 
features that immediately determine the nature of the criminal 
event (including responses to the event as it is transpiring), and 
a background, in which generic contributions to the crime can 
be seen along with interpretations of the event after it has taken 
place. We call the background causes of crime contributions and 
use the word inputs to signify the more immediate propensi-
ties and predispositions of the actors involved in the situation. 
Inputs also include the physical features of the setting in which 
a specific crime takes place. Both background contributions and 
immediate inputs contribute to and shape the criminal event.

The more or less immediate results or consequences of crime 
are termed outputs, whereas the term interpretations appears in 
the diagram to indicate that any crime has a lasting impact both 
on surviving participants and on society. As Figure 1–7 shows, 
 although the criminal event may occur at a particular point in time 
and within a given setting, it is ultimately a result of the  coming 
together of inputs provided by (1) the offender, (2) the criminal 
justice system, (3) the victim, and (4) society (including other 
 individuals who do not fit in any of the first three categories).

Crime and the Offender
Offenders bring with them certain background features, such as 
personal life experiences, a peculiar biology and genetic inventory 
(insofar as they are unique organisms), a distinct personality, per-
sonal values and beliefs, and various kinds of skills and knowledge 

massive increase in American prison populations over the past 
30 years that resulted from get-tough-on-crime policies. Today, 
states and the federal government are straining under the financial 
burden of incarcerating huge numbers of felons, many of whom 
have been convicted of nonviolent and drug crimes.

The Social Context  
of Crime
Crime does not occur in a vacuum. Every crime has a unique 
set of causes, consequences, and participants. Crime affects some 
people more than others, having a special impact on those who 
are direct participants in the act itself—offenders, victims, police 
officers, witnesses, and so on. Crime, in general, provokes reac-
tions from its victims, from concerned groups of citizens, from 
the criminal justice system, and sometimes from society as a 
whole, which manifests its concerns via the creation of new social 
policy. Reactions to crime, from the everyday to the precedent-
setting, may color the course of future criminal events.61

In this text, we shall attempt to identify and examine some 
of the many social, psychological, economic, biological, and 
other causes of crime while expounding on the many differing 
perspectives that have been advanced to explain both crime 
and criminality. Popular conceptions of criminal motivation 
are typically shaped by media portrayals of offender motivation, 
which often fail to take into consideration the felt experiences 
of the law violators. By identifying and studying this diversity of 
perspectives on criminality, we will discover the characteristic 
disjuncture among victims, offenders, the justice system, and 
society about the significance that each assigns to the behavior 
in question—and often to its motivation. It will not be unusual 
to find, for example, that sociological or psychological initia-
tives with which the offenders themselves do not identify are 
assigned to those offenders by theorists and others.

Making Sense of Crime:  
The Causes and Consequences  
of the Criminal Event
This text recognizes that criminal activity is diversely created and 
variously interpreted. In other words, this text depicts crime not 
as an isolated individual activity but as a social event.62 Like other 
social events, crime is fundamentally a social construction.63 To 
say that crime is a social construction is not to lessen the impact of 
the victimization experiences that all too many people undergo 
in our society every day, nor does such a statement trivialize 
the significance of crime-prevention  efforts or the activities of 

■ social relativity The notion that social events are in-
terpreted differently according to the cultural experiences and 
personal interests of the initiator, the observer, or the recipient  
of that behavior.
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their involvement in crime, and (3) prevent the release of 
convicted criminals who later become repeat offenders. Such 
background contributions can be seen in prisons (a central 
component of the justice system) that serve as “schools for 
crime,” fostering anger against society and building a pro-
pensity for continued criminality in inmates who have been 
“turned out.” Similarly, the failure of system-sponsored crime- 
prevention programs—ranging from the patrol activities of 
local police departments to educational and diversionary pro-
grams intended to redirect budding offenders—helps set the 
stage for the criminal event.

On the other hand, proper system response may reduce 
crime. A study by Carol W. Kohfeld and John Sprague, for 
 example, found that police response (especially arrest) can, 
 under certain demographic conditions, dramatically reduce 
the incidence of criminal behavior.67 Kohfeld and Sprague 
also found that arrest “constitutes communication to criminals 
in general,” further supporting the notion that inputs pro-
vided by the justice system have the power to either enhance 
or  reduce the likelihood of criminal occurrences. Immediate 
inputs provided by the justice system typically consist of 
 features of the situation such as the presence or absence of 
police officers, the ready availability (or lack thereof) of offi-
cial assistance, the willingness of police officers to intervene in 
precrime situations, and the response time required for officers 
to arrive at a crime scene.

Crime and the Victim
Few crimes can occur without a victim. Sometimes the victim 
is a passive participant in the crime, such as an innocent person 
killed on the street outside his or her home by random gunfire 

(some of which may be useful in the commission of crime). 
Background contributions to crime can be vitally important. 
Research, for example, tends to cement the existence of a link 
between child-rearing practices and criminality in later life. Joan 
McCord, reporting on a 30-year study of family relationships and 
crime, found that self-confident, nonpunitive, and affectionate 
mothers tend to insulate their male children from delinquency 
and, consequently, later criminal activity.65 Difficulties associated 
with the birthing process have also been linked to crime in adult-
hood.66 Negative familial relationships and birth trauma are but 
two of the literally thousands of kinds of experiences individuals 
may have. Whether individuals who undergo trauma at birth and 
are deprived of positive maternal experiences will turn to crime 
depends on many other things, including their own mixture of 
other experiences and characteristics, the appearance of a suitable 
victim, the failure of the justice system to prevent crime, and the 
evolution of a social environment in which criminal behavior is 
somehow encouraged or valued.

Each of the parties identified in Figure 1–7 contributes 
 immediate inputs to the criminal event. Foreground contributions 
by the offender may consist of a particular motivation, a specific 
intent (in many cases), or a drug-induced state of mind.

Crime and the Criminal 
Justice System
Like the offender, the criminal justice system (meaning 
the various agencies of justice such as the police, courts, and 
corrections) also contributes to the criminal event, albeit un-
willingly, through its failure to (1) prevent criminal activity, 
(2)  adequately identify and inhibit specific offenders prior to 

THE CRIMINAL EVENT JUSTICE SYSTEMSOCIETY

OFFENDER

VICTIM

Interpretations Contributions

Contributions Interpretations

Interpretations

= Outputs
= Inputs

Contributions
Contributions

Interpretations

Foreground/Setting

Background

FIGURE 1–7|Interpreting the Criminal Event

■ criminal justice system The various agencies of justice, 
 especially the police, courts, and corrections, whose goal is to 
apprehend, convict, punish, and rehabilitate law violators.
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20    CHAPTER 1  

 socialization (the process whereby people acquire the cul-
tural patterns of their society). Socialization has an especially 
important  impact on crime causation because it provides the 
interpretative foundation used to define and understand the 
significance of particular situations in which we find ourselves, 
and it is upon those interpretations that we may (or may not) 
decide to act. Date rape, for example, can occur when a man 
concludes that his date “owes” him something for the money 
he has spent on her. That feeling, however inappropriate from 
the point of view of the victim and the justice system, prob-
ably has its roots in early learned experiences—including val-
ues communicated from television, the movies, and popular 
music—about gender-related roles under such circumstances. 
In other words, society, through the divergent values and 
 expectations it places on people, property, and behavior under 
particular conditions, may provide the motivational basis for 
many offenses.

The contributions society makes to the backgrounds of 
both offender and victim and to the structure of the justice 
system and the influences each, in turn, has upon the general 
social order provide for a kind of “feedback loop” in our vision 
of crime (even though the loop is not shown in Figure 1–7 for 
fear of unnecessarily complicating it). Through socialization, 
for example, individuals learn about the dangers of criminal 
victimization, but when victimization occurs and is publicized, 
it reinforces the socialization process, leading to an increased 
wariness of others and so on. An example can be seen in the 
fact that children throughout the United States are routinely 
taught to avoid strangers and to be suspicious of people they 
do not know. A few decades ago, stranger avoidance was not 
ordinarily communicated to children; it entered cultural aware-
ness following a number of horrendous and well-publicized 
crimes involving child victims and is now a shared part of the 
socialization process experienced by countless children every 
day throughout the United States.

The contributions made by society to crime are complex 
and far reaching. Some say that the content of the mass media 
(Web sites, television, movies, newspapers, popular music, etc.) 
can lead to crime by exposing young people to inappropriate 
role models and to the kinds of activity—violence and unbri-
dled sexuality, for example—that encourage criminality.

Society’s foreground contributions to crime largely ema-
nate from the distribution of resources and the accessibility of 
services, which are often the direct result of economic condi-
tions. In a study of the availability of medical resources (espe-
cially quality hospital emergency services), William G. Doerner 
found that serious assaults may “become” homicides when 
such resources are lacking but that homicides can be prevented 
through the effective utilization of capable medical technol-
ogy.69 Hence, societal decisions leading to the distribution and 

from a drive-by shoot-
ing. In such cases, the 
victim is simply in the 
proverbial wrong place 
at the wrong time. Even 
then, however, merely 
by being present the 
victim contributes his or 
her person to the event, 

thereby increasing the severity of the incident (i.e., the ran-
dom shooting that injures no one may still be against the law 
but is a far less serious crime than a similar incident in which 
somebody is killed). Sometimes, however, victims more ac-
tively contribute to their own victimization by appearing 
 defenseless (having characteristics such as old age, drunkenness, 
or disability), by failing to take appropriate defensive measures 
(leaving doors unlocked or forgetting to remove the key from 
a car’s ignition), by unwisely displaying wealth (flashing large- 
denomination bills in a public place), or simply by making 
other unwise choices (walking down a dark alley off Times 
Square at 3 a.m.). In a study of Canadian victimization, Leslie 
W. Kennedy and David R. Forde found that violent personal 
victimization “is contingent on the exposure that comes from 
following certain lifestyles,” which was especially true “for 
 certain demographic groups, particularly young males.”68

Although lifestyles may provide the background that fosters 
victimization, a more active form of victimization characterizes 
“victims” who initiate criminal activity, such as the barroom 
brawler who picks a fight but ends up on the receiving end of 
the ensuing physical violence. Victim-precipitated offenses are 
those that involve active victim participation in the initial stages 
of a criminal event and that take place when the soon-to-be 
victim instigates the chain of events that ultimately results in 
the victimization. Victimization and victim-precipitation are 
discussed in greater detail in Chapter 10, Criminal Victimization.

Crime and Society
Finally, the general public (termed society in Figure 1–7) con-
tributes to the criminal event both formally and informally. 
Society’s formal contributions sometimes take the form of 
legislation, whereby crime itself is defined. Hence, as we shall 
discuss in considerable detail in Chapter 15, society structures 
the criminal event in a most fundamental way by delineating 
(through legislation and via statute) which forms of activity are 
to be thought of as criminal.

Society’s less formal contributions to crime arise out of 
 generic social practices and conditions like poverty, poor 
and informal education, and various forms of discrimina-
tion by which pathways to success are blocked as well as 

Sometimes victims 
 actively contribute to 
their own  victimization 
by making unwise 
choices.

■ socialization The lifelong process of social experience 
whereby individuals acquire the cultural patterns of their society.
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comes through. What the caller says was found to be only a 
small part of the informational cues that an operator seeks to in-
terpret before assigning the call to a particular response (or non-
response) category. Honest calls for help may go unanswered 
if the operator misinterprets the call. Hence, quite early in the 
criminal event, the potential exists for a crucial representative 
of the justice system to misinterpret important cues and to con-
clude that no crime is taking place.

Other interpretative activities may occur long after the 
crime has transpired, but they are at least as significant. The 
justice system, taken as a whole, must decide guilt or innocence 
and must attempt to deal effectively with convicted offenders. 
Victims must attempt to make sense of their victimization in a 
way that allows them to testify in court (if need be) and to pick 
up the pieces of their crime-shattered lives. Offenders must 
come to terms with themselves and decide whether to avoid 
prosecution (if escape, for example, is possible), accept blame, 
or deny responsibility. Whatever the outcome of these more 
narrowly focused interpretative activities, society—because of 
the cumulative impact of individual instances of criminal be-
havior—will also face tough decisions through its courts and 
law-making agencies. Society-level decision making may re-
volve around the implementation of policies designed to stem 
future instances of criminal behavior, the revision of criminal 
codes, or the elimination of unpopular laws.

Our perspective takes a three-dimensional integrative view 
of the social event termed crime. We will (1) attempt to identify 
and understand the multiple causes that give rise to criminal 
behavior, (2) highlight the processes involved in the criminal 
event as it unfolds, and (3) analyze the interpretation of the 
crime phenomenon, including societal responses to it. From 
this perspective, crime can be viewed along a temporal contin-
uum as an emergent activity that (1) arises out of past complex 
causes; (2) assumes a course that builds on immediate inter-
relationships among the victim, offender, and others that exist 
at the time of the offense; and (3) elicits a formal response from 
the justice system, shapes public perceptions, and (possibly) 
gives rise to changes in social policy after it has occurred.

The advantages of an integrative perspective can be found 
in the completeness of the picture that it provides. The integra-
tive point of view results in a comprehensive and inclusive view 
of crime because it emphasizes the personal and social under-
pinnings as well as the consequences of crime. The chapters 
that follow employ the integrative perspective advocated here 
to analyze criminal events and to show how various  theoretical 
 approaches can be woven into a consistent perspective on 
crime. For a different point of view, one that describes crime in 
terms of the five dimensions of (1) law, (2) offender, (3) target 
and/or victim, (4) location, and (5) time of the incident, read 
Library Extra 1–5. 

placement of advanced medical support equipment and person-
nel can effectively lower homicide rates in selected geographic 
areas, but homicide rates will be higher in areas where such 
equipment is not readily available. In Doerner’s words, “[t]
he causes of homicide transcend the mere social world of the 
combatants.”70

The moments that immediately precede any crime are ripe 
with possibilities. When all the inputs brought to the situation 
by all those present coalesce into activity that violates the crimi-
nal law, a crime occurs. Together, the elements, experiences, 
and propensities brought to the situation by the offender and 
the victim, and those that are contributed to the pending event 
by society and the justice system, precipitate and decide the 
nature, course, and eventual outcome of the criminal event. As 
one well-known criminologist explained, “An understanding 
of crime and criminality as constructed from the immediate in-
teractions of criminals, control agents, victims, and others, and 
therefore as emerging from a tangled experiential web of situ-
ated dangers and situated pleasures, certainly refocuses theories 
of criminal causality on the criminal moment.”71 While certain 
circumstances contribute to the criminal event as it unfolds, it 
is also important to note that some of the inputs brought to the 
situation may be inhibiting; that is, they may tend to reduce the 
likelihood or severity of criminal behavior.

The Consequences  
of Crime
As mentioned earlier, the causes of crime, however well 
documented, tell only half the criminological story. Each and 
every crime has consequences. Although the immediate con-
sequences of crime may be relatively obvious for those parties 
directly involved (e.g., the offender and the victim), crime also 
indirectly affects society and the justice system over the longer 
term. Figure 1–7 terms the immediate effects of crime outputs. 
As with the causes of crime, however, the real impact of such 
outputs is mediated by perceptual filters, resulting in what the 
figure terms interpretations. After a crime has taken place, each 
party to the event must make sense out of what has transpired. 
Such interpretations consist of cognitive, emotional, and (ulti-
mately) behavioral reactions to the criminal event.

Interpretations are ongoing. They happen before, during, 
and after the criminal event and are undertaken by all those 
associated with it. In an interesting and detailed study of the in-
terpretative activity of criminal justice system personnel, James 
F. Gilsinan documented what happens when callers reach the 
9-1-1 operator on police emergency lines.72 Because many 
prank calls and calls for information are made to 9-1-1 opera-
tors, the operators must judge the seriousness of every call that 
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22    CHAPTER 1  

Many would disagree, however, with those who claim 
that the sociological perspective should be accorded height-
ened importance in today’s criminological enterprise. Those 
who argue in favor of the primacy of sociology emphasize the 
fact that crime, as a subject of study, is a social phenomenon. 
Central to any study of crime, they say, must be the social con-
text of the criminal event because it is the social context that 
brings victims and criminals together.73 Much of contemporary 
criminology rests on a tradition of social scientific investigation 
into the  nature of crime and criminal behavior that is rooted 
in European and American sociological traditions that are now 
well over 200 years old.74

One of sociology’s 
problems, however, has 
been its apparent reluc-
tance to accept the sig-
nificance of findings from  
other fields as well as 
its frequent inability to 
integrate such findings 
into existing sociologi-
cal understandings of 
crime. Another has been 
its seeming inability to 
demonstrate conclusively 
effective means of con-
trolling violent (as well 

as other forms of) crime. As Diana Fishbein, professor of crimi-
nology at the University of Baltimore, said, “Sociological factors 
play a role. But they have not been able to explain why one 
 person becomes violent and another doesn’t.”75

While sociological theories continue to develop, new and 
emerging perspectives ask to be recognized. The role of biol-
ogy in explaining criminal tendencies, for example, appears 
to be gaining strength as investigations into the mapping of 
human DNA continue. Charles F. Wellford, past president 
of the ASC, explained the current state of affairs, saying, “I 
strongly believe that the future development of causal theory 
is dependent upon our movement toward integrated theories 
that involve biological, social, and cultural dimensions. Our 
failure to achieve much in the way of understanding the causal 
sequences of crime is in part a reflection of our slowness in 
moving toward multidisciplinary, integrated theoretical struc-
tures. The fact is that for two-thirds of the twentieth century, 
as criminology developed, we remained committed to a small 
number of sociological models for which there is extensive 
proof of their important but limited value. Fortunately in the 
last 20 years, this has begun to change. Today we see under 
way substantial research efforts that are based upon models 
of explanation that far exceed the traditional sociological 
approaches.”76

The Primacy 
of Sociology?
This text recognizes the contributions made by numerous 
disciplines, including biology, economics, psychology, psy-
chiatry, physiology, and political science, to the study of crime 
and crime causation. It is important to recognize, however, 
that the primary perspective from which many contemporary 
criminologists operate is a sociological one. Hence, a large 
number of today’s theoretical explanations of criminal behavior 
are  routinely couched in the language of social science and fall 
within the framework of sociological theory. The social prob-
lems versus social responsibility theme, around which this text is 
built, is in keeping with such a tradition.

The influence of groups 
can be strong on their members, explaining why sociological 
theories of crime causation have long been at the forefront of 
criminological thinking. What other kinds of explanations might 
help us understand crime?
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The primary signifi-
cance of crime and of 
criminal behavior is 
fundamentally social in 
nature, and any control 
over crime must stem 
from effective social 
policy.
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CRIMINAL PROFILES 
Adam Lanza and the Sandy Hook School Shootings

On December 14, 2012, 20-year-old Adam Lanza, a socially awkward 
young man, went on a shooting rampage at Sandy Hook Elementary 
School in Newtown, Connecticut. In a matter of minutes, Lanza fired 
155 bullets and shot to death 20 kindergarten students, four teachers, 
a principal, and the school’s psychologist.i The shooting spree ended 
when Lanza turned one of his three guns on himself. Before the mas-
sacre, Lanza killed his mother at the house they shared only minutes 
from the school. The horrific shooting was covered by media services 
for days and reignited an intense national debate about gun control.

Although the Newtown shooting stood out as especially horrific 
because it ended so many innocent young lives, it is but one of a 
number of random mass shootings in the United States in recent years. 
In 2012 alone, there were 12 other random mass killings—includ-
ing a July attack by a lone gunman in an Aurora, Colorado, movie 
theater where 12 people were killed and another 58 injured during a 
midnight showing of the movie The Dark Knight Rises.ii In that crime, 
the alleged shooter, 24-year-old James Eagan Holmes, who dressed 
as the Joker (a nefarious character from the film) during the shooting 
spree, was arrested outside the theater. He was found guilty of multiple 
counts of first-degree murder in 2015.

Experts tell us that the number of random mass shootings is on the 
increase. According to the Wall Street Journal, there “were 18 random 
mass shootings in the 1980s, 54 in the 1990s, and 87 in the 2000s.”iii 
The Journal’s emphasis was on random shootings, and it noted that 
other mass killings—in which victims were in some way known to the 
shooter—had not significantly increased or decreased in number.

A fair question to ask would be “Why are the number of such 
random incidents increasing?” Some answers might be found in the 
personal characteristics of the shooters. Lanza and Holmes shared a 
number of things in common. Both were middle-class white males in 
their early twenties who were regarded by their peers as unnervingly 
intelligent. Holmes had been a former neuroscience graduate student 
at the University of Colorado’s Anschutz Campus, whose academic 
career unraveled shortly before the movie theater shooting. Lanza, 
once a prominent member of his high school’s technology club and an 
honors student, was said to have been extraordinarily bright by former 
teachers. Neither shooter had a previous criminal record.iv

What may have contributed to both incidents, however, was one 
additional feature the two men shared—a disordered personality.v 
According to the American Psychiatric Association, most mentally ill 
people do not turn to violence, although some forms of mental illness 
have been associated with aggression and criminal activity, especially 
when combined with illegal drug use.vi 

Questions about Lanza’s mental health were quickly raised follow-
ing the Sandy Hook shootings by former friends and family members 
who knew him to be painfully shy, reclusive, and psychologically trou-
bled. Described by personal acquaintances as “very bright” but emo-
tionally disturbed, Lanza may have suffered from a form of Asperger’s 
syndrome and was said to be impervious to physical pain. He had been 
on numerous medications intended to lower the anxiety that he expe-
rienced in everyday social situations, and prior to the Newtown shoot-
ings, his mother had repeatedly sought help in controlling her increas-
ingly unresponsive and emotionally withdrawn son. Months after the 
Sandy Hook shooting, investigators revealed that Lanza had compiled 
a detailed record to include a timeline of mass shootings across the na-
tion and may have wanted to achieve a “record” of some kind—by 
killing more than any other attacker ever had.vii Holmes, the Colorado 
shooter, met with at least three mental health professionals prior to the 
movie theater shooting, and CBS news reports that the fact “adds to 

 the Sandy Hook Elementary School shooter. Why 
do random mass shootings occur so frequently in the United 
States today?
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(accessed March 29, 2014).
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 v. The Autism Research Institute’s Autistic Global Initiative Project notes that autism and Asperger’s syndrome are neurodevelopmental issues and does not consider 
them to be mental health disorders.
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Psychiatric Association, 2009).
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24    CHAPTER 1  

the picture of Holmes being clearly on [psychiatrists’] radar in the time 
period leading up to the shooting.”viii

Once we understand that guns and certain forms of mental  illness 
can prove to be a dangerous combination, it is important to ask whether 
something can be done to predict and prevent episodes of random mass 
violence. Two days after the Newtown shooting, President Obama, for 
example, told those gathered at a memorial service at the town’s high 
school, “We can’t tolerate this anymore,”ix and promised to examine 
federal gun-control options.x

Yet the answer may not be as simple as gun control. Lanza and 
Holmes were known to have serious mental health problems, yet they 
were able to live freely in society, to arm themselves, and to attack 
unprotected and innocent people in what should have been safe public 
places. As this chapter will later explain in some detail, U.S. society is 
built on a delicate balance between the demand for personal freedoms and 
the need for public safety. The tears that appear in the social and legal 
fabric woven from the attempt to achieve balance between these two 
contrasting goals is where crimes like random mass shootings can occur.

In a footnote to this story, Peter Lanza, Adam Lanza’s father, spoke 
to investigative reporters in 2014. He said that he’s lived in a “state 
of sustained incomprehension about what happened” ever since the 
shooting. “But it’s real,” he said. “It doesn’t have to be understood to 
be real.”xi

The case of Adam Lanza raises a number 
of interesting questions. Among them are 
the following:
1. Is Lanza’s father right that “It doesn’t have to be understood to be 

real”? Is it possible to understand Adam Lanza’s crime? If so, how?

2. What do you think led Lanza to attack an elementary school and 
take so many lives?

3. What role did biology, society, and his mental state play in 
 contributing to Lanza’s crime?

4. Can future random mass shootings be predicted or prevented? 
If so, how?

 viii. Rick Sallinger, “James Holmes Saw Three Mental Health Professionals Before Shooting,” CBS News, August 21, 2012, http://www.cbsnews.com/8301-201_162-
57497820/james-holmes-saw-three-mental-health-professionals-before-shooting/ (accessed March 21, 2014).

 ix. “Transcript: ‘We Have Wept with You’; Obama Says in Newtown Speech,” CNN, December 16, 2012, http://politicalticker.blogs.cnn.com/2012/12/16/breaking 
-we-have-wept-with-you-obama-says-in-newtown-speech (accessed March 20, 2013).

 x. Jared A. Favole, “Obama Says All Gun Buyers Should Face Checks,” Wall Street Journal, December 19, 2012, http://professional.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887
324461604578188680585236550.html?mod=WSJPRO_hps_MIDDLEThirdNews (accessed March 22, 2015).

 xi. Andrew Solomon, “The Reckoning,” The New Yorker, March 17, 2004, http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/03/17/the-reckoning (accessed March 3, 2015).

Nonetheless, whatever new insights may develop over 
the coming years, it is likely that the sociological perspec-
tive will continue to dominate the field of criminology for 
some time to come. Such dominance is rooted in the fact that 
crime—regardless of all the causative nuances that may be 

identified in its development—occurs within the context of 
the social world. As such, the primary significance of crime 
and of criminal behavior is fundamentally social in nature, 
and any control over crime must stem from effective social 
policy.
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 ● The discipline of sociology has had the most impact on 
theoretical understandings of crime and crime causation, 
so a large number of today’s theoretical explanations of 
criminal behavior are routinely couched in the language 
of social science and fall within the framework of socio-
logical theory. Nonetheless, it is important to recognize 
the contributions made by numerous other disciplines 
(biology, economics, psychology, psychiatry, physiology, 
political science), making the study of crime and crime 
causation interdisciplinary.

KEY TERMS 

consensus perspective, 7 

crime, 2 

criminal behavior, 10 

criminalist, 13 

criminality, 10 

criminalize, 3 

criminal justice, 12 

criminal justice  
system, 19 

criminologist, 13 

criminology, 10 

delinquency, 7 

deviant behavior, 6 

general theory, 14 

integrated theory, 14 

pluralist perspective, 7 

socialization, 20 

social policy, 9 

social problems perspective, 16 

social relativity, 18 

social responsibility  
perspective, 17 

theoretical criminology, 14 

theory, 14 

translational criminology, 15 

unicausal, 14 

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW 

1. What is crime? What is the definition of crime that the 
author of this text chose to use? How might the  notion 
of crime change over time? What impact does the 
 changing nature of crime have on criminology?

2. What is deviance? How are crime and deviance similar? 
How do they differ?

3. Who decides what should be criminal? How are such 
 decisions made?

4. What is criminology? What do criminologists do? What are 
some of the employment opportunities available in the 
field of criminology?

5. How is social policy in the area of crime control  determined? 
What role does criminological research play in the establish-
ment of such policy?

6. What is the theme of this text? On what two contrasting 
viewpoints does it build?

7. What does it mean to say that “criminal activity is diversely 
created and variously interpreted”?

8. What discipline has contributed the most to theoretical 
 understandings of crime causation over the past  
century?

SUMMARY 

 ● At the start of this chapter, the term crime was defined 
as a violation of the criminal law. Near the end of this 
 chapter, we recognized the complexity of crime, calling 
it an “emergent phenomenon.” In the process, crime was 
redefined as a law-breaking event whose significance arises 
out of an intricate social nexus involving a rather wide 
variety of participants.

 ● Deviance, or deviant behavior, refers to a violation of 
 social norms. Some forms of behavior (such as murder, 
rape, and most serious crimes) are both criminal and 
 deviant. Others may be deviant but not criminal  
(e.g., nudity under certain circumstances), or may be 
criminal but not regarded as deviant by many members 
of society (e.g., the use of marijuana).

 ● Decisions about what should be criminal are generally 
made by legislatures, at both the state and federal  levels. 
Such decisions are made through a political process that 
involves input from social interest groups, including those 
in favor of criminalizing certain behaviors and those 
 opposed to criminalizing them.

 ● Criminology is “an interdisciplinary profession built around 
the scientific study of crime and criminal  behavior,  
including their forms, causes, legal aspects, and control.” 
The term criminologist is applied to credentialed individu-
als who engage in the study of crime, criminal behavior, 
and crime trends. Criminalist is used to describe people 
who specialize in the collection and examination of 
the  physical evidence associated with specific crimes. 
Criminal   justice professionals include law enforcement 
 officers, judges, criminal defense attorneys,  prosecutors, 
cybercrime investigators, victims’ advocates, jailers, 
 correctional officers, and so on.

 ● Criminologists are acutely aware of the need to link sound 
social policy to the objective findings of well-conducted 
criminological research. Unfortunately, political consider-
ations and long-standing traditional solutions have formed 
the basis for much crime-control policy in the past, and 
the situation is only slowly changing.

 ● This text builds on a social policy theme by asking what 
the sources of crime and criminality are and what we can 
do to control crime. The theme contrasts two perspectives:  
The social responsibility perspective holds that crime is a  
matter of individual responsibility; the social problems 
 perspective holds that crime is a manifestation of underlying 
social problems beyond the control of individuals.

 ● This text sees crime as a social event, not an isolated indi-
vidual activity. A given instance of criminal behavior may 
have many causes and many different kinds of meanings. 
Social relativity holds that social events are interpreted 
 differently according to the cultural experiences and 
 personal interests of the initiator, the observer, and the 
recipient of that behavior.
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26    CHAPTER 1  

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 

1. This text emphasizes the theme of social problems versus 
social responsibility. How would you describe both per-
spectives? How might social policy decisions based on 
these perspectives differ?

2. Do you think you might want to become a criminologist? 
Why or why not?

3. Are there any crimes today that you think should be legal-
ized? If so, what are they? Why do you feel this way?

4. Can you think of any advances now occurring in the social 
or physical sciences that might soon have a significant 
 impact on our understanding of crime and criminality? 

If so, what would those advances be? How might they 
 affect our understanding of crime and criminal behavior?

5. How would you describe the various participants in 
a criminal event? How does each contribute to an 
 understanding of the event?

6. In what way is contemporary criminology interdisciplinary? 
Why is the sociological perspective especially important 
in studying crime? What other perspectives might be 
 relevant? Why?

7. How does contemporary criminology influence social 
 policy? Do you think that policy makers should address 
crime as a matter of individual responsibility and account-
ability, or do you think that crime is truly a symptom of a 
dysfunctional society? Why?
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CHAPTER 2 

LEARNING OUTCOMES
After reading this chapter, you should be able  
to answer the following questions:

 ● What is evidence-based criminology? How does the 
meaning of the word evidence in evidence-based 
criminology differ from the evidence found at a crime 
scene or the evidence used in criminal trials?

 ● What is a theory? What purposes do theories serve? 
What role do research and experimentation play in 
theory building in criminology?

 ● What is the role of criminological research in theory 
building? What is internal validity? External validity? 
How can threats to internal and external validity be 
addressed?

 ● What are the differences between quantitative and 
qualitative methods in the social sciences? What are 
the advantages and disadvantages of each method?

 ● What are some of the ethical considerations involved 
in conducting criminological research?

 ● How do criminological research and experimental 
criminology affect social policy?

 ● What sections might a typical research report 
contain?

WHERE DO THEORIES 
COME FROM?
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28    CHAPTER 2  

southern college in the heart of what was then referred to as 
the Bible belt. Many of my students were devoutly religious 
and thoroughly churched in hallowed concepts such as good 
and evil, sin, salvation, and redemption. When the three-month 
course was nearly over and a detailed discussion of biological, 
psychological, and sociological theories of crime causation had 
ended, I decided to do some research. I wanted to see which of 
the theories we had discussed most appealed to the majority of 
my students. On the last day of class, I took a brief survey. After 
explaining what I was about to do, I started with the question 
“How many of you think that most criminal behavior can be 
explained by the biological theories of crime causation we’ve 
studied?” Only one or two students raised their hands. This was 
a very small number because the class, a popular one, held 131 
students and was taught in a small auditorium. “How many of 
you,” I continued, “think psychological theories explain most 
crime?” Again, only a handful of students responded. “Well, 
then, how many of you feel sociological theories offer the best 
explanation for crime?” I asked. A few more hands went up. 
Still, the majority of students had not voted one way or the 
other. Fearing that my teaching had been for naught and not 
knowing what else to ask, I blurted out, “How many of you 
believe that ‘the devil made him do it’ is the best explanation 
for crime that we can offer?” At that, almost all the students 
raised their hands.

I realized then that an entire semester spent trying to com-
municate the best thoughts of generations of criminologists had 
had little impact on most students in the class. They had lis-
tened to what I had to say, considered each of the perspectives 

Introduction
In 2012, 31-year-old Rudy Eugene was shot to death by Miami 
police officers on the McArthur Causeway after he attacked a 
homeless man under an overpass on the six-lane highway and 
ate the man’s face.1 A bicyclist who observed the frenzied at-
tack alerted police, who intervened and ordered Eugene to the 
ground, but reports show that he growled at them and contin-
ued chewing on his victim. After an initial round into Eugene’s 
torso failed to have any effect, officers shot him four more 
times, killing him. His victim, 65-year-old Ronald Poppo, who 
was critically injured, was taken to Miami’s Jackson Memorial 
Hospital where physicians revealed that 80% of his face above 
his beard had been gnawed away. One of his eyes had been 
gouged out, and his other eye had been badly damaged, leaving 
him blind.2

Video taken by a surveillance camera on the nearby Miami 
Herald building captured the entire incident. It showed that 
Eugene, whom the press later dubbed the Miami Cannibal, had 
spent about 30 minutes before the attack walking around his car 
that had broken down. He then left the disabled vehicle, strip-
ping clothing from his body as he walked. The last thing he dis-
carded was a Bible that he’d been clutching. Eugene then came 
across a prone Poppo lying underneath an overpass and began 
to beat him. The video showed Eugene pulling off Poppo’s 
pants and hitting and biting him in an attack that lasted for 18 
minutes before police arrived.

Although no one knows what drove Eugene to attack 
Poppo, some experts speculated that he had consumed bath 
salts, designer drugs with an effect similar to amphetamine 
and cocaine, prior to the attack. Bath salts have been known 
to raise body temperature to dangerous levels and to cause 
the brain to overheat, resulting in intense hallucinations. 
Evidence gathered from Eugene’s car, including numerous 
water bottles that he had apparently consumed before the 
incident, and his behavior in removing all of his clothing 
seemed to support the bath salts theory. Toxicology studies 
of Eugene’s remains, however, did not reveal the presence of 
any exotic drugs in his system, although they showed that he 
had smoked marijuana.3

In an interview given some time after the incident, 
Eugene’s girlfriend suggested that he might have been possessed 
by the devil or acting under a curse.4 Eugene, who was from 
Haiti, apparently believed in voodoo. “That wasn’t him,” his 
girlfriend told CBS news reporters. “That was his body but it 
wasn’t his spirit.” She said that Eugene had been studying the 
Bible and texting Bible verses to friends shortly before the at-
tack. “Rudy was battling the devil,” she concluded.

The remarks of Rudy Eugene’s girlfriend reminded me 
of the first criminology class that I taught years ago at a small 

 ■ Follow the author’s tweets about the latest crime 
and justice news at @schmalleger.

 was killed 
by police in 2012 while apparently attempting to eat a homeless 
man alive. Can criminological theories explain his actions?
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of crime, however, criminology—especially evidence-based 
criminology (also called knowledge-based criminology)—has 
much to offer as we attempt to grapple with the problems of 
crime and crime control now facing us.

Evidence-based criminology is an increasingly popular 
form of contemporary criminology that is founded upon the 
experimental method. The method utilizes the techniques of 
the social sciences (especially randomized, controlled experi-
ments) in theory testing. When used in this context, the word 
evidence refers to scientific findings, not to the kind of evidence 
gathered by the police or used in criminal trials.

Some authors credit David Farrington, Lloyd Ohlin, and 
James Q. Wilson with helping to popularize the use of random-
ized experiments in the field of criminology.6 In the  mid-1980s, 
their influential book Understanding and Controlling Crime rec-
ommended the use of such experiments whenever possible 
to test assumptions in the justice field.7 Shortly afterward, the 
National Institute of Justice (NIJ), under then-Director James 
C. Stewart, funded more than two dozen criminology-related 
experiments.8 A decade later, Anthony Petrosino and his col-
leagues found that 267 criminological experiments had been 
conducted and published in English.9

In 2009, in recognition of the growing significance of evi-
dence-based criminology, the executive board of the American 
Society of Criminology (ASC) established a new division of ex-
perimental criminology; the division’s purpose is “the promo-
tion and improvement of experimental evidence and methods 
in the advancement of criminological theory and evidence-
based crime policy.”10

Today, evidence-based criminology is given voice by the 
American Society of Criminology’s Division of Experimental 
Criminology, and by a number of important new journals 
including the Journal of Experimental Criminology, which is 
the first journal in the field of criminology to focus directly 
on experimental methods.11 You can reach the Division of 
Experimental Criminology via Web developer: WE 2–1 
is now http://expcrim.org/. Another important voice in the 
area can be found at the University of Cambridge’s Centre 
of Experimental Criminology in England. Learn more about 
the growing body of evidence-based findings in the field of 
criminology from the institute’s experimental criminology 
Web page at Web Extra 2–2.

I presented, and then dismissed all of them out of hand as so 
much idle conjecture—assigning them the status of rumina-
tions sadly out of touch with the true character of human 
 nature and lacking in appreciation for the true cosmic temper 
of human activity.

That class held a lesson for me greater than any that the 
students had learned: It taught me that contemporary crimino-
logical theory cannot be fully appreciated until and unless its 
fundamental assumptions are comprehended. Until students can 
be brought to see the value of scientific criminology and unless 
they can be shown why today’s criminologists think and reason 
the way they do, it is impossible to convince them that the 
criminological enterprise is worthy of serious attention.

The lesson I learned 
that day was given voice 
by noted criminological 
researcher Lawrence W. 
Sherman, who, upon 
realizing that even the 
best scientific evidence 
the field has to offer is 
rarely accorded the sig-

nificance that it deserves by policy makers, wrote, “The mythic 
power of subjective and unstructured wisdom holds back every 
field and keeps it from systematically discovering and implement-
ing what works best.”5 

Evidence-Based 
Criminology
This chapter describes how criminologists use contemporary so-
cial scientific research methods in the development of crimino-
logical theories, policies, and practices that are evidence based. 
It is my way of showing to those embarking upon the study of 
criminology why the modern-day science of criminology has 
both validity and purpose—that is, how it is applicable to the 
problems and realities of today’s world. Were it not, the study 
of criminology would be pointless, and the criminological enter-
prise would become irrelevant. Because contemporary criminol-
ogy is built on a social scientific approach to the subject matter 

Even the best scientific 
evidence is rarely  
accorded the significance 
that it deserves by  
policy makers.

■ evidence based Built on scientific findings, especially prac-
tices and policies founded upon the results of randomized, con-
trolled experiments.
■ evidence-based criminology A form of contemporary 
criminology that uses rigorous social scientific techniques, especially 
randomized, controlled experiments and the systematic review of 
research results. Also known as knowledge-based criminology.
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30    CHAPTER 2  

Although it is easy to dispense with armchair criminol-
ogy as the relaxed musings of carefree intellectuals undertaken 

almost as sport, it is far 
more difficult to agree on 
the criteria necessary to 
move any undertaking 
into the realm of seri-
ous scientific endeavor. 
Present-day criminology 
is decidedly more scien-
tific, however, than its 
intellectual predecessor—
which means that many 

of its theories and policy recommendations are amenable to 
objective scrutiny and systematic testing.

A variety of criteria have been advanced for declaring any 
endeavor “scientific.” Among them are:16

 ● The systematic collection of related facts (as in the build-
ing of a database)

 ● An emphasis on the availability and application of the 
 scientific method

 ● “The existence of general laws, a field for experiment or 
observation, and control of academic discourse by practi-
cal application”

 ● “The fact that it has been accepted into the scientific 
tradition”

 ● An “emphasis on a worthwhile subject in need of inde-
pendent study even if adequate techniques of study are 
not yet available” (as in the investigation of paranormal 
phenomena)

Probably all the foregoing could be said of today’s crimi-
nology. For one thing, criminologists do gather facts (Laub’s 
“Golden Age of Research”). However, the mere gathering of 
facts, although it may lead to a descriptive criminology, falls 
short of offering satisfactory explanations for crime. Hence, 
most contemporary criminologists are concerned with identi-
fying relationships among the facts they observe and with at-
tempting to understand the many diverse causes of crime. This 
emphasis on unveiling causality moves criminology beyond 
the merely descriptive into the realm of conjecture and theory 
building. A further emphasis on measurement and objectivity 
gives contemporary criminology its scientific flavor.

Theory Building
A few years ago, Inspector Andy Parr, of the Sussex Police 
Department in England, reviewed crime statistics for the town 
of Brighton and found that violent crime was higher on nights 

The Evolving Science 
of Criminology
In his seminal 2003 presidential address to the ASC, John H. 
Laub used the framework of life course theory (discussed in 
Chapter 7) to describe the history of criminological thought.12 
Laub identified three eras that he says have characterized the 
field of criminology over the past 100 years. The first era, said 
Laub, covered the years 1900 to 1930 and can “be thought of 
as the ‘Golden Age of Research.’”13 It was a time when data on 
crime and criminal behavior were largely gathered and evalu-
ated independent of any particular ideational framework.

The second era, the period from 1930 to 1960, Laub called 
the “Golden Age of Theory” and described it as a time when 
intellectual theorizing “dominated the scene.” Strangely, said 
Laub, during this second period, “there was no systematic at-
tempt to link criminological research to theory.”14

Era three extended from 1960 to 2000 and was “charac-
terized by extensive theory testing of the dominant theories, 
using largely empirical methods.” In other words, the third era 
identified by Laub was a time of scientific examination of the 
accuracy of criminological theories that had been advanced pre-
viously. Although he didn’t address it directly, Laub indicated 
that the current era (i.e., twenty-first-century criminology, or 
fourth era) is heir to the first three eras and contains “all possible 
offspring” of what came before.

As Laub’s remarks show, criminologists over the past half 
century have undertaken the task of building a scientific or 
evidence-based criminology, as distinguished from what had 
been the “armchair criminology” of earlier times. Armchair 
criminologists offered their ideas to one another as conjec-
ture—fascinating “theories” that could be debated (and some-
times were) ad nauseam. Although the ruminations of armchair 
criminologists may have achieved a considerable degree of 
popular acclaim through (1) the involvement of distinguished 
lecturers, (2) the association of such ideas with celebrated 
bastions of higher learning, and (3) their publication in presti-
gious essays, they were rarely founded on anything other than 
mere speculation.

The ideas of armchair criminologists followed in the 
intellectual tradition of medieval Christian theologians, who 
sometimes busied themselves with debates over questions like 
how many angels could fit on the head of a pin or whether 
Noah had forgotten to take certain types of insects on board 
the ark. They were the kinds of things one could probably 
never know with certainty, no matter how much the ideas 
were debated, and the ideas being debated were rarely ame-
nable to real-world tests. Under such circumstances, one 
person’s theory was another’s fact and still another’s wishful 
thinking.15

Criminologists over  
the past century have 
undertaken the task  
of building a scientific  
or evidence-based 
criminology.
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Ultimately, the goal of research 
in criminology is the construction 
of theories or models that allow for 
a better understanding of criminal 
behavior and that permit the devel-
opment of strategies intended to ad-
dress the problem of crime. Simply 
put, a theory consists of a set of in-
terrelated propositions that provides 
a relatively complete form of under-
standing (see Figure 2–1). Hence, 
even if we find that crime is higher 
when the moon is full, we must still 
ask why. Is it because the light from 
a full moon makes it possible for 
those who want to commit a crime 
to see better at night? If so, then we 
would expect crime to be higher in 
areas where there is no cloud cover 
than in areas with clouds. Likewise, 
lighted cities should show less of a 
rise in crime during a full moon than 
rural areas and small towns. In any 
event, a complete lunar theory of 
crime causation would contain spe-
cific propositions about the causal 
nature of the phenomena involved. 
For viewpoints on another issue, the 
influence of violent video games on 
adolescents’ behavior, see the Crime 
in the News box.

The word theory can be de-
fined in many ways. One cogent 
definition comes from Don M. 
Gottfredson, a well-known con-
temporary criminologist: “Theories 
consist of postulates [assumptions], 
theoretical constructs, logically de-
rived hypotheses, and definitions. 

Theories can be improved steadily through hypothesis testing, 
examination of evidence from observations, revisions of the 
theory, and repetitions of the cycle, repeatedly modifying the 
theory in light of the evidence.”18 (A hypothesis is an ex-
planation that accounts for a set of facts and that can be tested 
by further investigation.) Another well-known methodologist 
describes theories this way: “A theory is a set of related proposi-
tions that suggest why events occur in the manner that they do. 

when the moon was full.17 “I compared a graph of full moons 
and a graph of last year’s violent crimes and there is a trend,” 
Parr told the United Kingdom’s Telegraph newspaper. “People 
tend to be more aggressive” when the moon is full, Parr con-
cluded. His findings were supported, he said, by his patrol ex-
perience. “When you try to reason with people on a full moon 
they become more aggressive and less rational,” he told report-
ers. “When you try to reason with them on a full moon they 
become more argumentative.”

Process Begins

Process Concludes

Steps in the Theory
Building Process

Representative
Activities

Opportunities for success are increased so 
that the cycle of poverty can be broken. 
Hence, government-funded educational 
programs, job training, and small business 
support are put into place among the 
economically disadvantaged in order to 
reduce and prevent crime.

Data Collection
and Analysis

Research Design
Developed

Problem
Identification

Pilot projects to measure the impact of
increased opportunities on crime rates in
specific geographic locations are funded 
and begun. Results prove encouraging and
appear to support the hypothesis.

Breaking the cycle of poverty will reduce
crime.

Why the crime–poverty connection?

High crime rates are associated with poverty.

Poverty is a root cause of crime.

Poverty leads to fewer social opportunities.

Restricted opportunity reduces success 
in other areas of life.

Lowered success means lessened self-
esteem and a reduced commitment to 
normative values, all of which lead to crime
commission.

Theory-Based Understanding Is Achieved

A Theory Is Proposed

Theory-Based Social Policy Results

The Hypothesis Is Tested

A Theory-Based Hypothesis Develops

Questions Are Raised about Causes

A Correlation Is Observed

FIGURE 2-1 |The Theory Building Process
Source: Pearson Education, Inc.

■ hypothesis A tentative explanation accounting for a set of 
facts that can be tested by further investigation.
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32    CHAPTER 2  

CRIME in the NEWS
Do Violent Video Games Make Kids Kill?

Mass shooters have been known to play violent video games before 
their sprees, killing people like so many icons on the screen. The two 
killers at Columbine High School in 1999 were addicted to Mortal 
Kombat, and Anders Breivik, the Norwegian gunman who killed 77 
people in 2011, said he played Call of Duty to train himself.

But did video games make these people violent? Ninety percent 
of teenage boys play video games—often violent ones like Mortal 
Kombat and Grand Theft Auto—and yet the juvenile arrest rate for 
violent crimes declined sharply from 1994 to 2003 and has remained 
relatively stable since then.

Even so, video games seem to be getting even more savage, with 
titles like Super Columbine Massacre, Splatterhouse, and Thrill Kill. 
Manufacturers have set up a rating system to identify violent video 
games, but it has no teeth. Stores are expected to withhold violent 
games from younger kids voluntarily. Almost all violent games are in 
the Mature category, appropriate for ages 17 and up. The next level is 
an Adults Only (AO) rating, for ages 18 and over. Manufacturers con-
sider an AO rating a sales killer, and very few violent games ever get it.

Some concerned parents have called for an outright ban on selling 
violent video games to minors, but that would mean removing free 
speech protections from video games, which courts refuse to do. In 
2011, in what might well be the deathblow for the opposition, the 
U.S. Supreme Court completely struck down a California law that 
would have banned sales of violent video games to anyone under age 
18. The Court rejected the argument that the interactive nature of 
video games has a stronger impact on young minds than, say, violent 
movies, which have free speech protections. Justice Antonin Scalia 
argued that even literature is interactive, writing: “Grimm’s Fairy Tales, 
for example, are grim indeed.”

Most Americans, however, did not agree with the ruling. A 
Rasmussen poll taken afterward found that 67% of the public thought 
states should have the right to prohibit sales of video games. In addi-
tion, several studies have concluded that violent video games cause 
higher rates of aggression in teenagers. A number of researchers have 
challenged those conclusions, however, arguing that other causes of 
aggression were not ruled out.

Meanwhile, two new studies show that multiplayer video games 
can actually reduce aggressiveness when the players work together. 
The studies, published in 2012, found that college students who 
teamed up to play violent video games later showed more cooperative 
behavior than those who played the games competitively.

Discussion Questions 
1. Do you think that violent video games can affect a player’s emo-

tions and influence his or her view of the world? Might they also 
influence his or her real-life behavior? If so, how?

2. What kind of social scientific experiment might be devised to test 
the assertion that violent video games influence their players’ be-
havior in the real world?

 can make young people act out their 
violent fantasies. Other studies, however, seem to show that such  
is not the case. What do you think?
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The propositions that make up theories are of the same form as 
hypotheses: they consist of concepts and the linkages or rela-
tionships between them.”19 

These definitions both have something to offer. In fact, the 
definition of the term theory that we choose to use in this text  
combines aspects of both. For our purposes, then, a theory is 
a series of interrelated propositions that attempts to describe, 
explain, predict, and ultimately control some class of events. 
Theories gain explanatory power from inherent logical consis-
tency and are “tested” by how well they describe and predict 
reality. In other words, a good theory provides relatively com-
plete understanding, is supported by observations, and stands up 
to continued scrutiny.

Theories serve a number of purposes. For one thing, they give 
meaning to observations, explaining what we see in a particular 
setting by relating it to other things already understood. Hence, a 
theory of physics can explain the behavior of light by saying that 
light has properties of both waves and particles. Such a theory is 
immediately useful because we can easily grasp ideas like waves and 
particles, even if we have trouble conceptualizing light’s essence.

Theories within criminology serve the same purpose as 
those within the physical sciences, but they are often more diffi-
cult to test. For example, few people can intuitively understand 
the motivation of “lust murderers” (a term developed by the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation and popularized by the media 
to refer to men who sexually abuse and kill women, often 
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The Role of Research 
and Experimentation

More important than the 
claims made by theories 
and by the theorists who 
create them are find-
ings of fact that either 
support those claims 
or leave them with-
out foundation. Hence, 
theories, once proposed, 

need to be tested against the real world via a variety of research 
strategies, including experimentation and case studies. This is 
equally true whether the proposed theory is relatively simple or 
dauntingly complex.

In his 2009 presidential address to the ASC, incoming 
president Todd Clear told listeners that “if the evidence-based 
movement means anything, it means that we want to avoid 
undertaking programs based on stereotypes and cherished pet 
theories about crime.” Clear described the current state of 
criminology as focused on the “what works model,” and said 
that “the question ‘[W]hat works?’ might be rewritten as ‘How 
effective is a given program or intervention?’ ”21

Reliable determinations of program effectiveness are 
made through research. Research can be defined as the 
use of standardized, systematic procedures in the search for 
knowledge.22 Some researchers distinguish between applied 
research and nonapplied, or pure, research. Applied research 
“consists of scientific inquiry that is designed and carried out 
with practical application in mind.”23 In applied research, the 
researcher is working toward some more or less practical goal. 
It may be the reduction of crime, the efficient compensa-
tion of victims of crime, or an evaluation of the effectiveness 
of policies implemented to solve some specific aspect of the 
crime problem. Pure research, on the other hand, is under-
taken simply for the sake of advancing scientific knowledge 
and “does not carry the promise or expectation of immediate, 
direct relevance.”24 

Another type of research, secondary research or second-
ary analysis, can be distinguished from primary research.25 
Primary research “is characterized by original and direct 

sadistically). Some psychiatric theories (discussed in Chapter 5) 
suggest that lust murderers kill because of a deep-seated hatred 
of women. Hate is something that most minds can grasp, and 
a vision of lust murder as an extreme example of the age-old 
battle between the sexes provides an intellectual “handle” that 
at least some people can comprehend.

Theories provide understanding in a number of ways. 
Kenneth R. Hoover identified four “uses of theory in social 
scientific thinking”:20

1. Theories provide patterns for the interpretation of data. 
Population density, for example, tends to be associated 
with high crime rates, and maps showing high population 
density tend to be closely associated with diagrams that 
reflect high rates of crime, so some theorists suggest that 
overcrowding increases aggression and therefore crime. 
“People,” said Hoover, “like to think in terms of images, 
analogies, and patterns; this helps to simplify complex 
 realities and to lighten the burden of thought.”

2. Theories link one study with another. Some years ago, 
a case study of women’s prisons in California found the 
existence of artificially constructed “families” around 
which women’s lives centered. A similar but later study of 
a Chinese prison also found that the female inmates had 
created family-like groups. As a result, some theorists sug-
gested that women feel a need to nurture and be nurtured 
and that they carry this need with them into prison. The 
fact that cross-cultural support was found for this sugges-
tion provided a linkage between the two studies, which 
tended to lend further support to it.

3. Theories supply frameworks within which concepts and 
variables acquire special significance. The death penalty, 
for example, although especially significant to individuals 
condemned to die, acquires special significance when seen 
as a tool employed by the powerful to keep the powerless 
under their control.

4. Theories allow us to interpret the larger meaning of our 
findings for ourselves and for others. Hence, the death 
penalty has become a moral issue for many Americans to-
day, shrouded as it is in ethical considerations and images 
of national identity and ultimate justice.

Learn more about the nature of modern social scientific 
thought and theory construction at Web Extras 2–3 and 2–4. 

■ theory A series of interrelated propositions that attempts to 
describe, explain, predict, and ultimately control some class of 
events. A theory gains explanatory power from inherent logical 
consistency and is “tested” by how well it describes and predicts 
reality.

The objective of 
 criminology is the 
development of a body 
of general verified 
principles.

■ research The use of standardized, systematic procedures in 
the search for knowledge.
■ applied research Research based on scientific inquiry that 
is designed and carried out with practical applications in mind.
■ pure research Research undertaken simply for the sake of 
advancing scientific knowledge.
■ primary research Research characterized by original and 
direct investigation.

IS
B

N
 1

-3
23

-6
50

50
-4

Criminology Today: An Integrative Introduction, Eighth Edition, by Frank Schmalleger. Published by Pearson. Copyright © 2017 by Pearson Education, Inc.

S
M
I
T
H
,
 
P
A
U
L
A
 
1
0
0
8
T
S



34    CHAPTER 2  

be translated into measurable variables. A variable is simply a 
concept that can undergo measurable changes.

Scientific precedent holds that only measurable items can 
be satisfactorily tested. The process of turning a simple hy-
pothesis into one that is testable is called operationalization. 
An operationalized hypothesis is one that is stated in such a 
way as to facilitate measurement, and it is specific in its terms 
and in the linkages it proposes. For example, we might move 
a step further toward both measurability and specificity in our 
hypothesis about the relationship between the moon and crime 
by restating it as follows: Rates of murder, rape, robbery, and 
assault rise when the moon’s fullness increases and are high-
est when the moon is full. Now we have specified what we 
mean by crime (i.e., murder, rape, robbery, and assault), rates of 
which can be calculated. The degree of the moon’s fullness can 
also be measured. Once we have operationalized a hypothesis 
and made the concepts it contains measurable, those concepts 
have, in effect, become variables. 

Once the concepts within our hypothesis are measurable, 
we can test the hypothesis itself; that is, we can observe what 
happens to crime rates as the moon approaches fullness, as well 
as what happens when the moon is full, and see whether our 
observations support our hypothesis. As our dictionary defini-
tion tells us, once a hypothesis has been operationalized, it is as-
sumed to be true for purposes of testing. It is accepted, for study 
purposes, until observation proves it untrue, at which point it is 

investigation,”26 whereas secondary research consists of new 
evaluations of existing information that has already been col-
lected by other researchers.

Scientific research generally proceeds in stages, which can 
be divided conceptually among (1) problem identification,  
(2) development of a research design, (3) choice of data-collection 
techniques, and (4) review of findings (which often includes sta-
tistical analysis).

Problem Identification
Problem identification, the first step in any research, consists of 
naming a problem or choosing an issue to study. Topics may 
be selected for a variety of reasons. Larry S. Miller and John T. 
Whitehead, for example, said that “the choice of what crimi-
nologists study is influenced by political decisions,”27 meaning 
that the availability of government grant monies frequently de-
termines the focus of much contemporary research in the area 
of crime. It may also be that private foundation monies have 
become available to support studies in a specific area. Perhaps 
the researcher has a personal interest in a particular issue and 
wants to learn more, or maybe a professor or teacher has as-
signed a research project as part of the requirements for a class. 
Whatever the reason for beginning research, however, the way 
in which a research problem is stated and conceptualized will 
help narrow the research focus and will serve as a guide to the 
formulation of data-gathering strategies.

Although some criminological research undertaken today 
is purely descriptive, the bulk of research in criminology is in-
tended to explore issues of causality, especially the claims made by 
theories purporting to explain criminal behavior. As such, much 
contemporary research is involved with the testing of hypotheses.

The American Heritage Dictionary defines the word hypothesis 
in two ways:28

1. “A tentative explanation for an observation, phenom-
enon, or scientific problem that can be tested by further 
investigation.”

2. “Something that is taken to be true for the purpose of ar-
gument or investigation; an assumption.”

Within the modern scientific tradition, a hypothesis serves 
both these purposes. Some criminologists, as mentioned earlier, 
have observed what appears to be a correlation, or relationship, 
between the phases of the moon and the rate of crime com-
mission. Such observers may propose the following hypothesis: 
The moon causes crime. Although this is a useful starting hy-
pothesis, it needs to be further refined before it can be tested. 
Specifically, the concepts contained within the hypothesis must 

■ secondary research Research based on new evaluations of 
existing information that has been collected by other researchers.

■ variable A concept that can undergo measurable changes.
■ operationalization The process by which concepts are 
made measurable.

 It is the job of researchers to 
determine the validity of claimed relationships—and of theorists 
to explain why such relationships hold. Are phases of the moon 
correlated with changes in the rate of occurrence of certain 
crimes? If so, why?

g
a

ry
71

8/
Sh

ut
te

rs
to

c
k

IS
B

N
 1-323-65050-4

Criminology Today: An Integrative Introduction, Eighth Edition, by Frank Schmalleger. Published by Pearson. Copyright © 2017 by Pearson Education, Inc.

S
M
I
T
H
,
 
P
A
U
L
A
 
1
0
0
8
T
S



35

strategy of this type, which is known as a “one-group pretest-
posttest,” would likely examine differences between the two 
sets of observations, one made before introduction of the ex-
perimental intervention and the other after. The difference, 
they may assume, would show changes in behavior resulting 
from changes in diet—in this case, the exclusion of refined 
white sugar.

Although this basic research design illustrates the logic 
behind naïve experiments, it does not provide a good research 
structure because it does not eliminate other possible expla-
nations of behavioral change. For example, during the time 
between the first and second observations, inmates may have 
been exposed to some other influence that reduced their level 
of aggression. A new minister may have begun preaching ef-
fective sermons filled with messages of love and peace to the 
prison congregation; television cable service to the prison 
may have been disrupted, lowering the exposure inmates 
received to violent programming; a new warden may have 
taken control of the facility, relaxing prison rules and reduc-
ing tensions; a transfer or release of especially troublesome 
inmates, scheduled at some earlier time, may have occurred; 
a new program of conjugal visitation may have been initiated, 
creating newfound sexual outlets and reducing inmate ten-
sions; and so on. The possibilities for rival explanations (i.e., 
those that rival the explanatory power of the hypothesis under 
study) are nearly limitless. Rival explanations like these, called 
by some  researchers “competing hypotheses” and confound-
ing effects by others, make the results of any single series of 
observations uncertain.

Validity in Research Designs
Confounding effects, which may invalidate the results of re-
search, are of two general types: those that limit the certainty 
that internal interventions caused the changes in research find-
ings, which is called internal validity, and those that affect 
the ability of researchers to generalize the research findings 
to other settings, which is called external validity. Often, 
when external validity is threatened, researchers do not feel 
confident that interventions that “worked” under laboratory-
like or other special conditions will still be effective when 
employed in the field. Hence, researchers achieving internal 
validity may be able to demonstrate that diets low in refined 
white sugar lower the number of instances of overt displays 
of aggressiveness in a single prison under study. They may not 
feel confident (for the reasons shown in Figure 2-2), however, 
that similar changes in diet, if implemented in the general non-
prison population, would have a similar effect. Most research-
ers consider internal validity the most vital component of any 

said to be rejected. As two renowned research methodologists 
have stated, “The task of theory-testing is predominantly one of 
rejecting inadequate hypotheses.”29

Development of a  
Research Design
Research designs structure the research process. They provide 
a kind of road map to the logic inherent in one’s approach to a 
research problem, and they also serve as guides to the systematic 
collection of data (see Library Extra 2–1).

Research designs consist of the logic and structure inher-
ent in any particular approach to data gathering. A simple study, 
for example, might be designed to test the assertion that the 

consumption of refined 
white sugar promotes 
aggressive or violent 
tendencies. One could 
imagine researchers ap-
proaching prison officials 
with the proposal that 
inmate diets be altered to 
exclude all refined white 
sugar. Under the plan, 

cafeteria cooks would be instructed to prepare meals without 
the use of sugar. Noncaloric sweeteners would be substituted 
for sugar in recipes calling for sugar, and sweetened bever-
ages and carbonated drinks containing sugar would be banned. 
Likewise, the prison canteen would be prohibited from selling 
items containing sugar for the duration of the experiment.

To determine whether the forced reduction in sugar con-
sumption actually affected inmates’ behavior, researchers might 
look at the recorded frequency of aggressive incidents (some-
times called “write-ups” in prison jargon) occurring within 
the confines of the prison before the experiment was initiated 
and compare such data with similar information on such inci-
dents following the introduction of dietary changes. A research 
design employing this kind of logic can be diagrammed as 
follows:

O1 * O2

Here O1 (termed a pretest) refers to the information gathered 
on inmate aggressiveness prior to the introduction of dietary 
changes (which themselves are shown as X, also called the 
experimental intervention), and O2 (termed the posttest) signi-
fies a second set of observations—those occurring after dietary 
changes have been implemented. Researchers employing a 

The central principle 
of experimentation is 
that we must accept the 
outcome whether or 
not it is to our liking.

■ research design The logic and structure inherent in an ap-
proach to data gathering.

■ confounding effect A rival explanation or competing 
hypothesis that is a threat to the internal or external validity of a 
research design.
■ internal validity The certainty that experimental interven-
tions did indeed cause the changes observed in the study group.
■ external validity The ability to generalize research findings 
to other settings.
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36    CHAPTER 2  

planned research because, without it, consider-
ations of external validity become irrelevant.

Factors that routinely threaten the inter-
nal validity of a design for research are found 
in Figure 2-2.30 Threats to external validity are 
shown in Figure 2-3.

Experimental and Quasi-
Experimental Research Designs
To have confidence that the changes inten-
tionally introduced into a situation are the real 
cause of observed variations, it is necessary to 
achieve some degree of control over factors 
that threaten internal validity. In the physical 
sciences, controlled experiments often provide 
the needed guarantees. Controlled experi-
ments attempt to hold conditions (other than 
the intentionally introduced experimental in-
tervention) constant. Some researchers have de-
fined the word experiment simply as “controlled 
observation.”

Self-selected subjects may be 
more interested in  participation 
than others, and they may 
respond more readily to 
 experimental treatment.

Whereas constancy of conditions may be pos-
sible to achieve within laboratory settings, it is 
far more difficult to come by in the social world, 
which by its very nature is in an ongoing state of 
flux. Hence, although criminologists sometimes 
employ true experimental designs in the conduct 
of their research, they are more likely to find it 
necessary to use quasi-experimental designs, 
or approaches to research that “are deemed wor-
thy of use where better designs are not feasible.”31 
Quasi-experimental designs are especially valu-
able when aspects of the social setting are beyond 
the control of the researcher. The crucial defining 
feature of quasi-experimental designs is that they 
give researchers control over the “when and to 

Threats to the Internal Validity
of a Research Design

History (or Competing Cause)

Specific events that occur between the first and second
observations that may affect measurement.

Repeated Testing (or Testing Effects)
Effects of taking a test upon the scores of a later testing.
When respondents are measures in some way that requires
them to respond, they tend to do better (i.e., their scores
increase) the next time they are tested. In effect, they have
learned how to  take the test  or how to be measured, even
though they may not have acquired more knowledge
about the subject matter that the test intends to measure.

Instrumentation (or Instrument Change)
Changes in measuring instruments or in survey takers that
occur as a result of time. Batteries wear down,
instruments need to be recalibrated, interviewers grow
tired or are replaced with others, and so on—all of which
can change the nature of the observations made.

Statistical Regression (or Regression Toward the Mean)
Return to more average scores. When respondents have
been selected for study on the basis of extreme scores (as
may be the case with personality inventories), later testing
will tend to show a regression toward the mean because
some extreme scores are inevitably more the result of
accident or luck than anything else.

Differential Selection
Built-in biases that result when more than one group of
subjects are involved in a study and when the groups being
tested are initially somehow different. The random
assignment of subjects to test groups greatly reduces the
chances that such significant differences will exist.

Experimental Mortality (or Differential Attrition)
Differential loss of respondents from comparison groups
that may occur when more than one group is being
tested. For example, one group loses members at a greater
rate than another group, or certain kinds of members are
lost from one group but not from another.

Experimenter Bias
Inadvertent and nonconscious effects caused by the
experimenters, including favoritism or biased behavior
toward selected subjects.

Maturation
Processes occurring within the respondents or subjects that
operate as a result of the passage of time. Fatigue along
with decreases in response time due to age are examples. 

FIGURE 2-2 |Threats to the Internal Validity of a Research Design
Source: Pearson Education, Inc.

■ controlled experiment An experiment that attempts to 
hold conditions (other than the intentionally introduced experi-
mental intervention) constant.

■ quasi-experimental design An approach to research that, 
although less powerful than experimental designs, is deemed wor-
thy of use when better designs are not feasible.
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whom” of measurement, even though others de-
cide the “when and to whom” of exposure to the 
experimental intervention. 

Sometimes, for example, legislators enact 
new laws intended to address some aspect of the 
crime problem, specifying the kinds of crime-
prevention measures to be employed and the seg-
ment of the population to receive them. Midnight 
basketball, intended to keep young people off the 
streets at night, provides an example of a legis-
latively sponsored intervention. During debate 
on the 1994 Violent Crime Control and Law 
Enforcement Act, midnight basketball became a 
point of contention, with senators asking whether 
money spent in support of such an activity would 
actually reduce the incidence of serious street 
crime in our nation’s inner cities. Unfortunately, 
no good research data that could answer the ques-
tion were then available. Now, however, feder-
ally funded midnight basketball programs, which 
have existed for a number of years, could be stud-
ied by researchers. Hence, although criminologists 
were not politically situated to be able to enact 
midnight basketball legislation, they are able to 
study the effects of such legislation after it has been 
enacted.32

Whether criminologists decide on experi-
mental or quasi-experimental designs to guide 
their research, they depend on well-considered 
research strategies to eliminate rival explanations 
for the effects they observe. One relatively pow-
erful research design that criminologists frequently 
employ can be diagrammed as follows:

Experimental group O1 * O2

Control group O3 * O4

The meaning of the notation used here is similar to that of the 
one-shot case study design discussed earlier. This approach, 
however, called the “pretest-posttest control group design,” 
gains considerable power from the addition of a second group; 
it is called a control group because it is not exposed to the 
experimental intervention.

Critical to the success of a research design like this is the 
use of randomization in the assignment of subjects to both 
the  experimental and the control groups. Randomization is 
the process whereby individuals are assigned to study groups 
without biases or differences resulting from selection. Self-
selection (when some individuals volunteer for membership in 

Threats to the External Validity
of a Research Design

Reactive Effects of Testing (or Pretest Effects)
Sensitizing effects of initial tests. A pretest may sensitize
subjects in such a way that they especially respond to the
experimental intervention when it is introduced.
Nonpretested subjects (such as those in other locations)
may not respond in the same way.

Self-Selection
(or Aptitude-Treatment Interaction)

Process whereby subjects are allowed to decide whether
they want to participate in a study. Self-selected subjects
may be more interested in participation than others, and
they may respond more readily to the experimental
intervention or treatment.

Reactivity (or Reactive Effects of
Experimental Arrangements)

Sensitizing effects of the setting. People being surveyed or
tested may know that they are part of a social experiment
and therefore may react differently than if they were in
more natural settings. Even if they are not aware of their
participation in a study, the presence of some investigative
paraphernalia (such as observers, cameras, and recorders)
might change the way they behave.

Multiple-Treatment Interference
Interaction of multiple exposures or treatments. Sometimes
more than one study is simultaneously conducted on the
same person or group of people. Under such circumstances,
“treatments” to which subjects are exposed may interact,
changing what would otherwise be the study’s results.
Multiple-treatment interference may also result from
delayed effects, as when a current study is affected by one
that has already been completed.

FIGURE 2-3 |Threats to the External Validity of a Research Design
Source: Pearson Education, Inc.

either the experimental or the control group) is not permitted, 
nor are researchers allowed to use personal judgment in assign-
ing subjects to groups.

Control over potential threats to internal validity is 
achieved by the introduction of a properly selected control 
group because it is assumed that both experimental and con-
trol groups are essentially the same at the start and that any 
threats to internal validity will affect both groups equally as 
the experiment progresses—effectively canceling out when 
final differences between the two groups are measured. If some 
particular historical event, for example, affects the experimental 

■ control group A group of experimental subjects that, 
although the subject of measurement and observation, is not 
 exposed to the experimental intervention.

■ randomization The process whereby individuals are 
 assigned to study groups without biases or differences resulting 
from selection.
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38    CHAPTER 2  

the Police Foundation, 
says that the use of ex-
perimental design in the 
field of criminology is 
the “gold standard” to 
which evaluations of 
both theory and practice 
should be held.34

Choice of Data-Collection 
Techniques
The combination of (1) hypothesis building, (2) operationaliza-
tion, and (3) systematic observation in the service of hypothesis 
testing has made modern-day criminology scientific and has 
facilitated scientific theory building within the field. Hence, 
once a research problem has been identified, concepts have 
been made measurable, and a research design has been selected, 
investigators must then decide on the type of data to be gath-
ered and the techniques of data gathering they wish to employ. 
Ultimately, all research depends on the use of techniques to 
gather information, or data, for eventual analysis. Like research 
designs, which structure a researcher’s approach to a problem, 
data-gathering strategies provide approaches to the accumula-
tion of information needed for analysis to occur.

Many first-time researchers select data-gathering techniques 
on the basis of ease or simplicity, and some choose according to 
the cost or the amount of time the techniques require. The 
most important question to consider when beginning to gather 
information, however, is whether the data-gathering strategy 
selected will produce information in a usable form. The kind of 
information needed depends on the questions to be answered. 
Surveys of public opinion about the desirability of the death 
penalty, for example, cannot address issues of the punishment’s 
effectiveness as a crime-control strategy.

Five major data-gathering strategies typify research in the 
field of criminology: surveys, case studies, participant observa-
tions, self-reporting, and secondary analysis.

Surveys
Survey research typically involves the use of questionnaires, 
or surveys. Respondents may be interviewed in person or over 
the telephone or queried via e-mail or fax. Mail surveys are 
common, although they tend to have a lower response rate 
than other types of social surveys. The information produced 
through the use of questionnaires is referred to as “survey data.” 
Polling companies like Gallup, CNN, and Roper gather data 
on public opinion, voting preferences, and so forth, and the 
U.S. Census Bureau data are gathered by trained survey tak-
ers. Survey data also inform the National Crime Victimization 

group and modifies the measurable characteristics of that group, 
that event should have the same impact on the control group. 
Hence, in the previous design, when O4 is subtracted from O2, 
the remaining observable net effects are assumed to be attribut-
able to the experimental intervention.

In the prison study discussed earlier, randomization would 
require that all inmates be systematically but randomly divided 
into two groups. Random assignments are typically made by 
using a table of random numbers. In this simple study, how-
ever, something as easy as the flip of a coin should suffice. 
Members of one group (the experimental group) would no 
longer receive refined white sugar in their diets, while mem-
bers of the other group (the control group) would continue 
eating as before. With this one exception in diet, both groups 
would continue to be exposed to the same environment, so 
it can be assumed that any other influences on the level of 
violence within the prison will cancel out when final measure-
ments are taken and that measurable differences in violence 
between the two groups can be attributed solely to the effects 
of the experimental variable (in this case, removal of refined 
white sugar from the diet).

According to Shawn Bushway and David Weisburd at the 
University of Maryland, criminology is the only field within 
the social sciences to “show a marked increase in the use of 
experimental designs over the past 40 years.”33 And the move-
ment has powerful friends. No less an authority than Lawrence 
W. Sherman, director of the Institute of Criminology at 
Cambridge University and the former director of research at 

 What is evidence-based criminology? How does it 
make use of the scientific method?

The use of experimen-
tal design in the field of 
criminology sets a “gold 
standard” for research-
ers to follow.

■ survey research Research using a social science data-gath-
ering technique that involves the use of questionnaires.
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make the acquaintance of various groups of people. The sort 
of information that I sought required that I establish intimate 
social relations. This active participation gave me something 
in common with them so that we had other things to talk 
about besides the weather. It broke down the social barriers 
and made it possible for me to be taken into the intimate life 
of the group.37

It is possible to distinguish between at least two additional 
kinds of participant observation: (1) the participant as observer and 
(2) the observer as complete participant. When researchers make 
their presence known to those whom they are observing without 
attempting to influence the outcome of their observations or the 
activities of the group, they fit the category of participants who 
are observers. But researchers who make their presence known 
may inadvertently influence outcomes because people tend to act 
differently when they know they are being watched.

When they become complete participants in the group 
they are observing, researchers run the risk of influencing the 
group’s direction. As Whyte explained, “I made it a rule that 
I should try to avoid influencing the actions of the group. I 
wanted to observe what the men did under ordinary circum-
stances; I did not want to lead them into different activities.”38 
Another problem facing the participant observer is that of 
“going native,” assuming too close an identification with the 
subjects or the behavior under study (e.g., an undercover police 
officer who may be tempted to participate in the illegalities he 
or she is supposed to be monitoring). When that happens, all 
sense of the research perspective may be lost, and serious ethical 
problems may arise.

On the other hand, some researchers may feel disgust for the 
subjects of their research. Data gatherers with a particular dislike 
of drug abuse, for example, may be hard put to maintain their 
objectivity when working as participant observers within the 
drug subculture. Hence, as noted social science researcher Frank 
Hagan observed, “The researcher must avoid not only over 
identification with the study group, but also aversion to it.”39 

Self-Reporting
Another subjective data-gathering technique is the self-report 
that investigates aspects of a problem not otherwise amenable 
to study. When official records are lacking, research subjects 
may be asked to record and report rates of otherwise secretive 
behavior. Self-reports may prove especially valuable in provid-
ing checks on official reports consisting of statistical tabulations 
gathered through channels such as police departments, hospitals, 
and social services agencies.

Survey (NCVS) and result in publications such as Crime and the 
Nation’s Households, Criminal Victimization, and other NCVS-
related reports produced by the Bureau of Justice Statistics. 
Surveys have also been used to assess fear of crime, attitudes 
toward the police, and extent of unreported crime.

Case Studies
Case studies are built around in-depth investigations into indi-
vidual cases. The study of one (perhaps notorious) offender, the 
scrutiny of a particular criminal organization, and the analysis 
of a prison camp may all qualify as case studies. Case studies are 
useful for what they can tell us to expect about other similar 
cases. If a study of a street gang, for example, reveals the central 
role of a few leaders, then we would expect to find a similar 
organizational style among other gangs of the same kind.

When one individual (a single subject) is the focus of a 
case study, the investigation may take the form of a subjective 
life history, which involves gathering as much historical data as 
possible about a given individual and his or her life experiences. 
Life histories may also be gathered on groups of individuals, 
and similarities in life experiences that are thereby discovered 
may provide researchers with clues to current behavior or with 
points at which to begin further investigations.

Case studies, although they may suffer from high levels of 
subjectivity in which feelings cannot be easily separated from 
fact, provide the opportunity to investigate individual cases—an 
element lacking in both surveys and participant observations.

Participant Observations
Participant observation “involves a variety of strategies 
in data gathering in which the researcher observes a group 
by participating, to varying degrees, in the activities of the 
group.”35 Some participant researchers operate undercover, 
whereas others make their identity and purpose known from 
the outset. As one criminologist stated, participant observation 
“means that criminologists must venture inside the immediacy 
of crime.”36 

One of the earliest and best-known participant observers 
in the field of criminology was William Foote Whyte, who de-
scribed his 1943 study of criminal subcultures in a slum district 
that he called “Cornerville” this way:

My aim was to gain an intimate view of Cornerville life. My 
first problem, therefore, was to establish myself as a participant 
in the society so that I would have a position from which 
to observe. I began by going to live in Cornerville, finding 
a room with an Italian family. It was not enough simply to 

■ participant observation A strategy in data gathering in 
which the researcher observes a group by participating, to varying 
degrees, in the activities of the group.
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40    CHAPTER 2  

constitutes a virtual “goldmine of information waiting to be 
exploited.”41 Nonetheless, it is important to keep in mind that 
secondary analysis usually involves the use of information that 
was collected for a purpose outside the interests of the current 
researcher.

Problems in Data Collection
Scientific data gathering builds on observations of one sort or 
another. Observation is not unique to science—individuals 
continuously make observations and draw a plethora of per-

sonal conclusions based 
on what they see or 
hear. Scientific observa-
tion, however, generally 
occurs under controlled 
conditions and must 
meet the criteria of inter-
subjectivity and replica-
bility. Intersubjectivity 
means that, for observa-

tions to be valid, independent observers must report seeing the 
same thing under the same circumstances. “Do you see what I 
see?” is a question that highlights the central role of intersub-
jectivity in scientific observation. If observers cannot agree on 
what they saw, then the raw data necessary for scientific analysis 
have not been acquired. Replicability of observations, at least 
in the field of scientific experimentation, means that when 
the same conditions exist, the same results can be expected to 
 follow; hence, valid experiments can be replicated. The same 
observations made at one time can be made again at a later time 
if all other conditions are the same.

In the physical sciences, replicability is easy to achieve. 
Water at sea level, for example, will always boil at 100° Celsius. 
Anyone can replicate the conditions needed to test such a 
contention. When replicability cannot be achieved, it casts 
the validity of the observation into doubt. Some years ago, for 
example, a few scientists claimed to have achieved nuclear fu-
sion at room temperature. Their supposed accomplishment was 
dubbed “cold fusion” and was hailed as a major breakthrough 
in the production of nuclear energy. However, when scientists 
elsewhere attempted to replicate the conditions under which 
cold fusion was said to occur, they could find no evidence that 
the initial experimenters were correct. Intersubjectivity and 

Self-reports may also be requested of subjects in survey re-
search, so self-reporting is sometimes considered simply another 
form of survey research. However, many self-reporting tech-
niques require the maintenance of a diary or personal journal 
and request vigilant and ongoing observations of the study sub-
ject’s own behavior. Hence, sex researchers may ask subjects to 
maintain an ongoing record of their frequency of intercourse, 
the variety of sexual techniques employed, and their preference 
in partners—items of information that are not easy to come by 
through other means or that cannot be accurately reconstructed 
from memory.

Self-reporting enters the realm of the purely subjec-
tive when it consists of introspection, or personal reflection. 
Introspective techniques intended to gather data on secretive 
feelings and felt motivations are often used by psychologists 
seeking to assess the mental status of patients. Criminologists 
have at times used introspective techniques to categorize crimi-
nal offenders into types and to initiate the process of developing 
concepts more amenable to objective study.

Secondary Analysis
Not all data-gathering techniques produce new data. Secondary 
analysis purposefully culls preexisting information from data 
that have already been gathered (possibly for another purpose) 
and examines it in new ways. The secondary analysis of exist-
ing data and the use of previously acquired information for new 
avenues of inquiry are strategies that can save researchers a con-
siderable amount of time and expense.

One important source of data for secondary analysis is 
the National Archive of Criminal Justice data located in the 
Institute for Social Research at the University of Michigan. 
In the words of the U.S. Department of Justice, the archive’s 
sponsoring agency, “The Archive continually processes the 
most relevant criminal justice data sets for the research 
 community,”40 maintaining information on victimization, 
 various aspects of the criminal justice system, and juvenile 
delinquency. Access to archive data is by request, and data 
sets are available to individual researchers. Visit the archive via 
Web Extra 2–2.

The use of secondary data rarely alerts research subjects to 
the fact that they (or the data they have provided) are being 
studied, although they may have been aware of it when the 
data were first gathered, making secondary analysis “nonreac-
tive.” For example, the use of archival records in data analysis 

“Do you see what I 
see?” is a question that 
highlights the central 
role of intersubjectivity 
in scientific observation.

■ intersubjectivity A scientific principle that requires 
that independent observers see the same thing under the same 
 circumstances for observations to be regarded as valid.
■ replicability A scientific principle that holds that valid 
 observations made at one time can be made again later if all other 
conditions are the same.
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high-crime areas. Once we specify what we mean by “low-
income” and “crime” so that they become measurable vari-
ables, and we gather data on income levels and the incidence 
of crime in various locales, we are ready to begin the job of 
data analysis.

Statistical techniques provide tools for summarizing data 
and also provide quantitative means for identifying patterns 
within the data and for determining the degree of correlation 
that exists between variables. Statistical methods can be di-
vided into two types: descriptive and inferential. Descriptive 
statistics describe, summarize, or highlight the relation-
ships within the data that have been gathered. Inferential  
statistics, on the other hand, attempt to generalize findings by 
specifying how likely they are to be true for other populations 
or in other locales.

Descriptive statistics include measures of central tendency, 
commonly called the mode, median, and mean. Mode refers to 
the most frequently occurring score or value in any series of 
observations. If, for example, we measure the age of all juvenile 
offenders held in a state training facility, it may be that they 
range in age from 12 to 16, with 15 being the most commonly 
found age; 15, then, would be the modal age for the population 
under study.

Median defines the midpoint of a data series—half of the 
scores will be above the mean and the other half will be below. 
It may be, for example, that in our study of juveniles, we find 
equal numbers in each age category, so the median age for 
those offenders would be 14.

replicability are critical to the scientific enterprise, with one re-
searcher stating that “science rests its claim to authority upon its 
firm basis in observable evidence.”42

It is important to recognize, however, that some observa-
tions—even those that stand up to the tests of intersubjectivity 
and replicability—can lead to unwarranted conclusions. For 
example, spirit possession, an explanation for deviance that was 
apparently widely held in primitive times, must have appeared 
to be well validated by the positive behavioral changes that be-
came apparent in those who submitted to the surgery called for 
by the theory, which was a craniotomy intended to release of-
fending spirits from the head of the afflicted person. The actual 
cause of behavioral reformation may have been brain infections 
resulting from unsanitary surgical conditions, slips of the stone 
knife, or the intensity of pain endured by those undergoing 
the procedure without anesthetics. To the uncritical observer, 
however, the theory of spirit possession as a cause of deviance 
and cranial surgery as a treatment technique would probably 
appear to have been supported by the evidence of induced be-
havioral change.

Some methodologists noted that “theories are as much 
involved in the determination of fact as facts are in establishing 
a theory.”43 Theories are intimately involved in the process of 
data collection: They determine what kinds of data we choose 
to gather, what we look for in the data, and how we interpret 
the information we have gathered. In short, theories determine 
what we see as well as what we ignore. In the late 1700s, for 
example, when a meteor shower was reported to the French 
Academy of Sciences, observers reported that some fragments 
had struck the ground, causing tremendous explosions. The 
learned scientists of the academy quickly dismissed these ac-
counts, however, calling them “a superstition unworthy of 
these enlightened times.”44 Everyone, they said, knows that 
stones don’t fall from the sky. For additional information 
on measurement problems in criminal justice research, visit 
Library Extra 2–2.

Review of Findings
Some data, once collected, are simply archived or stored, but 
most data are subject to some form of analysis. Data analysis 
generally involves the use of mathematical techniques in-
tended to uncover correlations between or among variables 
and to assess the likelihood that research findings can be gen-
eralized to other settings. These are statistical techniques, and 
their use in analyzing data is called statistical analysis. Some 
theorists, for example, posit a link between poverty and crime. 
Hence, we might suspect that low-income areas would be 

 Inmate 
surveys may increase our knowledge of crime causation. What 
might such surveys tell us?
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■ descriptive statistics Statistics that describe, summarize, or 
highlight the relationships within data that have been gathered.
■ inferential statistics Statistics that specify how likely find-
ings are to be true for other populations or in other locales.

IS
B

N
 1

-3
23

-6
50

50
-4

Criminology Today: An Integrative Introduction, Eighth Edition, by Frank Schmalleger. Published by Pearson. Copyright © 2017 by Pearson Education, Inc.

S
M
I
T
H
,
 
P
A
U
L
A
 
1
0
0
8
T
S



42    CHAPTER 2  

which it is dependent, does the same, a positive correlation (or 
positive relationship) exists between the two; when one variable 
decreases in value as another rises, a negative correlation (or 
inverse relationship) exists.

Another statistical technique, one that provides a mea-
sure of the likelihood that a study’s findings are the results of 
chance, is commonly found in criminological literature. Tests 
of  significance are designed to provide researchers with con-
fidence that their results are, in fact, true and not the result of 
sampling error. We may, for example, set out to measure the 
degree of gun ownership. Let’s say that the extent of gun own-
ership in the area under study is actually 50%. (We have no way 
of knowing this until our study is complete.) We may decide 
to use door-to-door surveys of randomly selected households 
because cost prohibits us from canvassing all households in the 
study area. Even if we have made our best survey effort, how-
ever, some slight probability remains that the households we 
have chosen to interview may all be populated by gun owners. 
Although it is very unlikely, we may—by chance—have ex-
cluded those without guns. Assuming that everyone interviewed 

Mean is the mathematical average of all scores within a 
given population and is the most commonly used measure of 
central tendency. It is calculated by simply adding together 
all the scores (or ages, in our example) and dividing by the 
total number of observations. Although calculations of the 
mode, median, and mean will often yield similar results, 
such will not be the case with populations that are skewed 
in a particular direction. If our population of juveniles, for 
example, consisted almost entirely of 16-year-olds, then the 
mode for that population would inevitably be 16 while other 
measures of central tendency would yield somewhat lower 
figures.

Other descriptive statistics provide measures of the stan-
dard deviation of a population (i.e., the degree of dispersion 
of scores about the mean) and the degree of correlation or 
interdependence between variables (i.e., the extent of varia-
tion in one that can be expected to follow from a measured 
change in another). Although the degree of correlation may 
vary, the direction of correlation can be described. We say, for 
example, that if one variable increases whenever another, upon 

WHO’S TO BLAME—The Individual or Society? 
Is Criminology Really Just a Form of Academic Excuse Making?

Three teenage boys were arrested in the small town of Hillsboro, 
Maine, and charged with beating a homeless man to death 
with a baseball bat in an underground parking garage on a 
cold January evening. A surveillance camera captured the 
beating, and the youngsters were identified by residents who 
watched the video clip on local TV news.

Because the boys were juveniles, a storm of controversy 
swarmed around a local judge’s decision to charge them as 
adults and to bind them over for trial in criminal court—some-
thing that state law allows for serious crimes if the suspected 
offenders were over 14 years of age at the time of the al-
leged offense.

Soon opinions were being heard from many quarters, and 
the news media arranged to interview a criminology profes-
sor, Dr. Roy Humbolt, at a local college to see if he might be 
able to shed some light on the boys’ behavior.

The first question came from a reporter holding a digital 
voice recorder toward Professor Humbolt. “What happened 
here? How do you explain this kind of senseless killing?”

“Well,” Humbolt began, “it’s not senseless. Crime is a so-
cial event, not just an isolated instance of individual activity. 
And in much youth crime we see patterns of co-offending.”

Humbolt felt as though he was hitting his stride and started 
lecturing as though he was in the classroom with his undergrad-
uates. “Criminal behavior is often attributable to social failings 
rather than to individual choice. Consider, for a moment, the 

backgrounds of these young men. Were they subjected to 
physical abuse while they were growing up? Was violence 
what they learned at the hands of older siblings or parents? 
Were they, in this instance, involved in some adolescent rite of 
passage, maybe even an initiation into a gang? Did they feel 
forced to behave this way because of peer pressure? Was it 
something they saw on television or in video games that they 
might have played and then decided to reenact?”

“Dr. Humbolt,” the reporter asked, bringing the professor 
back from his reverie, “even if you find that some of those 
things are true, isn’t criminology just an exercise in excuse 
making for criminals?”

Think about it 

1. What do you think of the explanations offered by Professor 
Humbolt for the boys’ behavior? Which of his explanations, 
if any, makes the most sense? How can we know for sure if 
those explanations are accurate?

2. What do you think of the reporter’s stinging criticism of the 
professor? Is the reporter right, that criminology is “just an ex-
ercise in excuse making for criminals”? Explain your answer.

3. Generally speaking, does understanding absolve responsi-
bility? In other words, if we can understand why someone 
does something, then should we hold him or her less respon-
sible for doing it? Why or why not?

Note: Who’s to Blame boxes provide fictionalized critical thinking opportunities based on actual cases.
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to something countable (as, say, the frequency of an offense). 
Intellectual comfort of this sort derives from the notion that 
anything expressible in numbers must be somehow more mean-
ingful than that which is not.

It is crucial to realize, however, that numerical expression 
is mostly a result of how researchers structure their approach to 
the subject matter and is rarely inherent in the subject matter 
itself. Such is especially true in the social sciences, where atti-
tudes, feelings, behaviors, and perceptions of all sorts are subject 
to quantification by researchers who impose upon such subjec-
tive phenomena artificial techniques for their quantification.

One highly quantitative study, reprinted in the journal 
Criminology, reported on the relationship between personality 
and crime and found that “greater delinquent participation 
was associated with a personality configuration characterized 
by high Negative Emotionality and Weak Constraint.”46 
It may seem easy to quantify “delinquent participation” 
by measuring official arrest statistics (although official sta-
tistics may not be a good measure of delinquent behavior 
because many law violations go undiscovered), but imagine 
the  conceptual nightmares associated with trying to make 
measurable concepts such as “Negative Emotionality” and 
“Weak Constraint.” In such studies, even those replete with 
 numerical data derived through the use of carefully con-
structed  questionnaires, questions still remain of precisely 
what it is that has been measured.

Not everyone who engages in social science research labors 
under the delusion that everything can and must be quantified. 
Those who do, however, are said to suffer from the “mystique 
of quantity.” As some critics have pointed out, “[t]he failure 
to recognize this instrumentality of measurement makes for 

a kind of mystique of 
quantity, which responds 
to numbers as though 
they were repositories of 
occult powers. The mys-
tique of quantity is an 
exaggerated regard for 
the significance of mea-
surement, just because it 
is quantitative, without 
regard either to what has 

been measured or to what can subsequently be done with the 
measure.”47 The “mystique of quantity” treats numbers as hav-
ing intrinsic scientific value. Unfortunately, this kind of think-
ing has been popular in the social sciences, where researchers, 
seeking to make clear their intellectual kinship with physical 
scientists, have been less than cautious in their enthusiasm for 
quantification.

answers truthfully, we would come away with the mistaken im-
pression that 100% of the population in the study area is armed!

The likelihood of faulty findings increases as sample size 
decreases. Were we to sample only one or two households, 
we would have little likelihood of determining the actual inci-
dence of gun ownership. The larger the sample size, however, 
the greater the confidence we can have in our findings. In 
other words, a positive correlation exists between sample size 
and degree of confidence we can have in our results. Even 
so, in most criminological research, it is not possible to study 

all members of a given 
population, so samples 
must be taken. Statistical 
tests of significance, ex-
pressed as a percentage, 
assess the likelihood that 
our study findings are 
due to chance. Hence, a 
study that reflects a 95% 
confidence level can be 

interpreted as having a 5% likelihood that the results it reports 
are mere happenstance. To put it another way, for every hun-
dred such studies, five yield misleading results. The problem is 
that it would be impossible to know (without further research) 
which five that would be.

Learn more about statistics and statistical methods from the 
American Statistical Association and the American Association 
for the Advancement of Science via Web Extras 2–6 and 2–7. 
Read about statistical tools on the World Wide Web via Library 
Extra 2–3.

Quantitative versus 
Qualitative Methods
Years ago, during the Clinton administration, then–Attorney 
General Janet Reno addressed researchers, criminologists, and 
professors gathered at the annual meeting of the ASC in Miami, 
Florida. “Let’s stop talking about numbers,” Reno exhorted 
the crowd, “and start talking about crime in human terms.”45 
With her admonition, Reno placed herself squarely on the side 
of those who feel that there has been a tendency in American 
criminology over the past half century to overemphasize 
 quantitative methods or techniques, that is, those that pro-
duce measurable results that can be analyzed statistically. To 
be sure, as such critics would be quick to admit, a considerable 
degree of intellectual comfort must be achieved in feeling that 
one is able to reduce complex forms of behavior and interaction 

■ correlation A causal, complementary, or reciprocal 
 relationship between two measurable variables.
■ test of significance A statistical technique intended to 
provide researchers with confidence that their results are, in fact, 
true and not the result of sampling error.

■ quantitative method A research technique that produces 
measurable results.

Tests of significance 
are designed to provide 
researchers with confi-
dence that their results 
are, in fact, true.

Not everyone who 
engages in social science 
research labors under 
the delusion that every-
thing can and must be 
quantified.
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44    CHAPTER 2  

prison while still in his teens, Monster learned to write, took 
on the name Sanyika Shakur, and joined the black national-
ist New Afrikan Independence Movement. Shakur’s prison-
inspired autobiography, Monster, provides a soul-searching 
account of the life of a Los Angeles gang member. The pur-
pose of the book, said Shakur, is “to allow my readers the first 
ever glimpse at South Central from my side of the gun, street, 
fence, and wall.”50 

Although Shakur’s book is a purely personal account and 
may hold questions of generalizability for researchers, imag-
ine the difficulties inherent in acquiring these kinds of data 
through the use of survey instruments or other traditional re-
search techniques. Autobiographical accounts, introspection, 
and many forms of participant observations amount to a kind 

Qualitative methods, in contrast to those that are quan-
titative, produce subjective results, or results that are difficult to 
quantify. Even though their findings are not expressed numeri-
cally, qualitative methods provide yet another set of potentially 
useful criminological research tools. Qualitative methods are 
important for the insights they provide into the subjective 
workings of the criminal mind and the processes by which 
meaning is accorded to human experience. Introspection, life 
histories, case studies, and participant observations all contain 
the potential to yield highly qualitative data.48

Consider, for example, how the following personal ac-
count of homicidal motivation conveys subjective insights into 
the life of a Los Angeles gang member that would otherwise be 
difficult to express:

Wearing my fresh Pendleton shirt, beige khakis, and biscuits 
[old men’s comfort shoes, the first shoe officially dubbed “Crip 
shoe”], I threw on my black bomber jacket and stepped out 
into the warm summer night. I walked up Sixty-Ninth Street 
to Western Avenue and took a car at gunpoint. Still in a state 
of indecision, I drove toward the hospital.

I intentionally drove through Sixties’ hood. Actually, I was 
hoping to see one of them before I had made it through, and 
what luck did I have. There was Bank Robber, slippin’ [not 
paying attention, not being vigilant] hard on a side street. I 
continued past him and turned at the next corner, parked and 
waited. He would walk right to me.

Sitting in the car alone, waiting to push yet another enemy 
out of this existence, I reflected deeply about my place in this 
world, about things that were totally outside the grasp of my 
comprehension. Thoughts abounded I never knew I could 
conjure up. In retrospect, I can honestly say that in those mo-
ments before Bank Robber got to the car, I felt free. Free, I 
guess, because I had made a decision about my future.

“Hey,” I called out to Robber, leaning over to the passenger 
side, “got a light?”

“Yeah,” he replied, reaching into his pants pocket for a match 
or lighter. I never found out which.

I guess he felt insecure, because he dipped his head down to 
window level to see who was asking for a light.

“Say your prayers, muthaf.”

Before he could mount a response I blasted him thrice in the 
chest, started the car, and drove home to watch Benny Hill. 
Bangin’ was my life. That was my decision.49

The passage was written by Sanyika Shakur, once known as 
“Monster Kody” to fellow South Central Los Angeles Crips 
members. Monster, named for his readiness to commit acts of 
brutality so extreme that they repulsed even other gang mem-
bers, joined the Crips at age 11. Sent to a maximum-security 

 Some researchers doubt that quantitative methods 
can adequately assess the subjective experiences of certain 
kinds of offenders. What is the nature of such “subjective 
experiences”?
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■ qualitative method A research technique that produces 
subjective results, or results that are difficult to quantify.
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Of similar importance are ethical issues. Although they may 
not affect the validity of research results, these issues can have a 
significant impact on the lives of both researchers and research 
subjects. The protection of human subjects from harm, the pro-
vision of privacy, the need for disclosure of research methods, 
and data confidentiality—which embraces the principle of 
protecting the confidentiality of individual research participants 
while preserving justified research access to needed information 
provided by them—are all critical ethical issues.

To address these and other concerns, the Academy of 
Criminal Justice Sciences (ACJS) has adopted an official code of 
ethics. The ACJS Code of Ethics says that researchers “should 
seek to anticipate potential threats to confidentiality.” It goes on 
to state, “Techniques such as the removal of direct identifiers, 
the use of randomized responses, and other statistical solutions 
to problems of privacy should be used where appropriate. Care 
should be taken to ensure secure storage, maintenance, and/or 
destruction of sensitive records.”52

The ACJS code also says, “Confidential information pro-
vided by research participants should be treated as such by 
members of the Academy, even when this information enjoys 
no legal protection or privilege and legal force is applied. The 
obligation to respect confidentiality also applies to members of 
research organizations (interviewers, coders, clerical staff, etc.) 
who have access to the information. It is the responsibility of 
administrators and chief investigators to instruct staff members 
on this point and to make every effort to [ensure] that access to 
confidential information is restricted.”53

Informed consent, a strategy used by researchers to 
overcome many of the ethical issues inherent in criminologi-

cal research, means that 
research subjects are in-
formed about the nature 
of the research to be con-
ducted, their anticipated 
role in it, and the uses 
made of the data they 
provide. Ethics may also 
require that data derived 

from personal interviews or the testing of research subjects be 
anonymous (not associated with the names of individual subjects) 
and that raw (unanalyzed) data be destroyed after a specified time 
interval (often at the completion of the research project).

of phenomenological reporting in which description leads to 
understanding, and intuition is a better guide to theory building 
than volumes of quantifiable data.

Jeff Ferrell of Texas Christian University uses the term 
verstehen to describe the kind of subjective understanding that 
can be achieved by criminologists who immerse themselves in 
the everyday world of the criminals they study. Criminological 
verstehen, a term derived from the early writings of sociologist 
Max Weber, means, said Ferrell, “a researcher’s subjective un-
derstandings of crime’s situational meanings and emotions—its 
moments of pleasure and pain, its emergent logic and excite-
ment—within the larger process of research”; Ferrell adds, “It 
further implies that a researcher, through attentiveness and 
participation, at least can begin to apprehend and appreciate the 
specific roles and experiences of criminals, crime victims, crime 
control agents, and others caught up in the day-to-day reality of 
crime.”51 Learn more about verstehen at “Max Weber’s Home 
Page” via Web Extra 2–2. You can learn more about the tech-
niques of social science research at Library Extras 2–4 and 2–5.

Values and Ethics 
in the Conduct of 
Research
Research, especially research conducted within the social sci-
ences, does not occur in a vacuum. Values enter into all stages 
of the research process, from the selection of the problem to 
be studied to the choice of strategies to address it. In short, 
research is never entirely free from preconceptions and biases, 
although much can be done to limit their impact.

The most effective way of controlling the effects of biases is 
to be aware of them at the outset of the research. For example, 
if researchers know that the project they are working on elicits 
strong personal feelings but necessitates the use of interviewers, 
then it would be beneficial to strive to hire interviewers who are 
relatively free of biases or who can control the expression of their 
feelings. Data gatherers who are prejudiced against subgroups of 
potential respondents can represent a threat to the validity of the 
research results, and they may turn off some respondents, perhaps 
through racial innuendo, personal style, mannerisms, and so forth.

■ data confidentiality The ethical requirement of social sci-
entific research to protect the confidentiality of individual research 
participants while preserving justified research access to the infor-
mation participants provide.
■ informed consent The ethical requirement of social scien-
tific research that research subjects be informed about the nature 
of the research to be conducted, their anticipated role in it, and 
the uses to which the data they provide will be put.

■ verstehen The kind of subjective understanding that can be 
achieved by criminologists who immerse themselves in the every-
day world of the criminals they study.

Ethical issues can have 
a significant impact 
on the lives of both 
researchers and research 
subjects.
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46    CHAPTER 2  

Although there are no hard and fast rules the researcher’s primary 
role is that of a scientist.”56 

Hagan also suggested that a code of ethics should guide all 
professional criminologists in their research undertakings, re-
quiring each researcher to do the following:57

 ● Avoid procedures that may harm respondents.
 ● Honor commitments to respondents and respect 
reciprocity.

 ● Exercise objectivity and professional integrity in perform-
ing and reporting research.

 ● Protect confidentiality and the privacy of respondents.

Hagan’s admonition “Exercise objectivity and professional in-
tegrity” became especially important in the mid-1990s when 
supporters of Project D.A.R.E. (Drug Abuse Resistance 
Education) blocked publication of research results that showed 
the program to be ineffective.58 D.A.R.E., a widely popular 
antidrug program common in the nation’s schools, is a favorite 
of educational administrators because of the funding it provides. 
The study, a review of most prior D.A.R.E. research, was con-
ducted by the Research Triangle Institute, a respected research 
firm in North Carolina, and was paid for by the NIJ.59 When 
results showed that D.A.R.E. programs did not significantly 
reduce drug use among student participants, however, NIJ de-
cided not to publish the findings. “We’re not trying to hide the 
study,” said NIJ’s Ann Voit. “We just do not agree with one of 
the major findings.”60 By contrast, Research Triangle Institute 
researcher Susan T. Ennett proposed that results of the study 
should be used to decide how to spend drug-education money. 
Other studies have since supported the finding that D.A.R.E. 
does not have a significant impact on actual drug use, drug-re-
lated outcomes, or attitudes toward drugs.61 Learn more about 
the D.A.R.E. study via Library Extra 2–6.

Scientific research demonstrating that popular—and often 
widely supported—programs are ineffective will inevitably 
fuel controversy. Such was the case in 2006, when a group of 
Italian researchers published findings purporting to show that 
the 12-step method used by Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) to 
prevent future problem drinking doesn’t work. The researchers 
concluded that “no experimental studies unequivocally demon-
strated the effectiveness of A.A. or professional 12-step theory 
for reducing alcohol dependence or problems.”62 The research 
left some people claiming that AA worked for them and others 
saying that more (and better) studies were needed.

Because criminological research can affect social policy, 
which often involves the expenditure of public funds, the 
ethical code of the ASC mandates that criminologists be “com-
mitted to enhancing the general well-being of societies and of 
the individuals and groups within them,” further stating that 
“criminologists have an obligation not to re-create forms of 

Federal regulations require a plan for the protection of 
human subjects as part of grant proposals submitted to federal 
agencies. For example, the NIJ, a major source of grant support 
for researchers in the area of criminology, has this to say:

All NIJ employees, contractors and award recipients must 
be cognizant of the importance of protecting the rights and 
welfare of human subject research participants. All research 
conducted at NIJ or supported with NIJ funds must comply 
with all Federal, U.S. Department of Justice (DOJ), Office of 
Justice Programs and NIJ regulations and policies concerning 
the protection of human subjects and the DOJ confidentiality 
requirements.54

Learn more about NIJ requirements for confidentiality and 
the protection of human subjects at Web Extra 2–2.

Some universities, research organizations, and government 
agencies have established institutional review boards with the 
task of examining research proposals to determine whether 
expectations of ethical conduct have been met before these 
proposals are submitted to funding organizations. Institutional 
review boards often consist of other researchers with special 
knowledge of the kinds of ethical issues involved in crimino-
logical research.

Participant observation sometimes entails an especially 
thorny ethical issue: Should researchers themselves violate the 
law if their research participation appears to require it? Those 
researching gang activities, for example, have sometimes been 
asked to transmit potentially incriminating information to other 
gang members, to act as drug couriers, and even to commit 
crimes of violence to help establish territorial claims important 
to members of the gang. Researchers who refuse may endanger 
not only their research but also themselves. Compliance with 
the expectations of criminal groups evokes other kinds of dan-
gers, including the danger of apprehension and prosecution for 
violations of the criminal law. As one criminologist explained, 
“Criminological (and other) field researchers cannot conve-
niently distance themselves from their subjects of study, or from 
the legally uncertain situations in which the subjects may reside, 
in order to construct safe and ‘objective’ studies. Instead crimi-
nological field research unavoidably entangles those who prac-
tice it in complex and ambiguous relations to the subjects and 
situations of study, to issues of personal and social responsibility, 
and to law and legality.”55

Although the dilemma of a participant observer, especially 
one secretly engaged in research, is a difficult one, some of the 
best advice on the subject is offered by Frank E. Hagan: “In 
self-mediating the potential conflicting roles of the criminal 
justice researcher, it is incumbent on the investigator to enter 
the setting with eyes wide open. A decision must be made be-
forehand on the level of commitment to the research endeavor 
and the analyst’s ability to negotiate the likely role conflicts. 
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of the twentieth cen-
tury, require that felons 
receive lengthy prison 
sentences (often life 
without  possibility of 
parole) following their 
third felony conviction. 
Such laws are built on 
the seemingly common-
sense notion that “get-
ting tough” on repeat 
offenders by putting 

them in prison for long periods should reduce the crime rate; 
logic seems to say that lengthy prison sentences for recidivists 
will reduce crime by removing the most dangerous offenders 
from society.

A study of the three-strikes laws in 22 states concluded, 
however, that such legislation typically results in clogged court 
systems and crowded correctional facilities and encourages 
three-time felons to take dramatic risks to avoid capture.67 A 
wider-based study, dubbed “the most comprehensive study 
ever of crime prevention,”68 found that “much of the research 
on prisons was inadequate or flawed, making it impossible 
to measure how much crime was actually prevented or de-
terred by locking up more criminals.”69 The central finding 
of the massive study, sponsored by the federal Office of Justice 
Programs and carried out by researchers at the University of 

social injustice such as discrimination, oppression, or harassment 
in their own work.”63 

Learn more about ethics in criminological research directly 
from the ASC and the ACJS via Web Extras 2–10 and 2–11. 
To read a comprehensive code of ethical standards for general 
survey research, visit the Council of American Survey Research 
Organizations via Web Extra 2–2. The U.S. Department of 
Justice’s policy on scientific and research integrity is available at 
Library Extra 2–7.

Social Policy 
and Criminological 
Research
Ideally, research results in the field of criminology should 
have both practical implications that can guide daily practice 
in relevant areas and a significant impact on those who for-
mulate public crime-control policy. Faye S. Taxman of the 
University of Maryland’s Center for Applied Policy Studies 
explained that “the normative educative model assumes that 
a rational use of data by policy makers, practitioners, and 
scientists will be of value to the field.”64 For example, after 
studies showed that arrests (rather than mere warnings) of 
domestic violence perpetrators proved effective in reducing 
the likelihood of reoffending, many police departments across 
the country began advising their officers to make such arrests, 
and some state legislators advocated passage of mandatory ar-
rest laws.65 

Unfortunately, publicly elected officials are often ignorant 
of current criminological research or do not heed the advice of 
professional criminologists, seeking instead to create politically 
expedient policies, which has led some to proclaim the “irrel-
evance” of criminology. James Austin of George Washington 
University bemoaned the lack of attention politicians give to 
the results of research in criminology: “Despite the annual 
publication of hundreds of peer-reviewed articles and textbooks 
proudly displayed at our annual conventions, policy makers are 
paying little if any attention to us. When Congress or state leg-
islatures debate new crime bill legislation or the effectiveness of 
past actions, their first question is not, ‘What do the criminolo-
gists think?’ I would venture that one would be hard pressed to 
cite another discipline that has been so ignored for such a long 
time.”66 Should criminological research influence policy? Read 
more about the issue at Library Extra 2–8.

Three-strikes laws provide an example of the kind of 
 dilemma facing criminologists who hope to influence so-
cial policy on the basis of statistical evidence. Three-strikes 
laws, which became popular with legislatures near the end 

 More than a decade ago, studies 
of Project D.A.R.E. questioned its effectiveness, but government 
officials decided not to publish the results. How can the 
objectivity of social scientific research be ensured?

N
ik

a
sh

a
 D

ic
ks

/Z
U

M
A

 P
re

ss
/A

la
m

y

Research results in the 
field of  criminology 
should have a 
 significant impact on 
those who formulate 
public crime-control 
policy.

IS
B

N
 1

-3
23

-6
50

50
-4

Criminology Today: An Integrative Introduction, Eighth Edition, by Frank Schmalleger. Published by Pearson. Copyright © 2017 by Pearson Education, Inc.

S
M
I
T
H
,
 
P
A
U
L
A
 
1
0
0
8
T
S



48    CHAPTER 2  

CrimeSolutions.gov organizes evidence on what works in 
crime-reduction efforts, including the areas of juvenile justice 
and crime victim services. The program has become a central 
resource that policy makers can turn to in order to find an 
evidence-based program for their community, or if they want 
to know whether a program they might implement has been 
determined to be effective. The site currently contains informa-
tion about more than 150 programs and is constantly updated as 
new research becomes available.

One of the primary goals of CrimeSolutions.gov is to encour-
age practitioners to replicate programs with a track record of suc-
cess. Replicating programs that have been shown to work and that 
fit a community’s needs can save valuable time and resources.70

On CrimeSolutions.gov, users can find answers to essential 
questions, such as:

 ● Is there a program that meets my needs?
 ● Did the program work?

Maryland’s Department of Criminology and Criminal Justice, 
was that current government-sponsored crime-prevention ini-
tiatives—totaling over $3 billion annually—are often poorly 
evaluated, leading to uncertainty over whether funded pro-
grams actually work. The study, a meta-analysis (i.e., a study 
of other studies), reviewed more than 500 impact evaluations of 
local crime-prevention programs and practices throughout the 
nation. Due to largely ineffective evaluation efforts that are of-
ten only loosely tied to funded programs, researchers concluded 
that “the current [government-sponsored research] plan does 
not provide effective guidance to the nation about what works 
to prevent crime.” Although the three-strikes laws remain pop-
ular with the voting public and lawmakers have been quick to 
seize upon “get tough” crime-prevention policies in the interest 
of getting votes, solid and consistent research support showing 
the efficacy of such laws continues to be elusive.

One especially important source that evaluates crime-
related research is a federal initiative called CrimeSolutions.gov.  

THEORY|versus REALITY 
The Stockholm Prize in Criminology

The 2015 Stockholm Prize in Criminology, presented by Stockholm 
University and the Stockholm Prize in Criminology Foundation, was 
awarded to American criminologist Ronald V. Clarke and British 
criminological consultant Patricia Mayhew. Clarke, who is University 
Professor and former Dean at the School of Criminal Justice at 
Rutgers University, is also visiting professor at University College, 
London. Mayhew was formerly Deputy Head of the UK Crime and 
Criminal Justice Unit, and has also worked at the National Institute 
of Justice (NIJ) in Washington, DC, and at the Australian Institute of 
Criminology. In 1982, Mayhew helped design the International Crime 
Victims Survey, and in 1997 England’s Queen Elizabeth II appointed 
her to the rank of Officer of the order of the British Empire for her 
services to the field of criminology. The prize, which carries a cash 
award of 1.3 million Swedish kronor (about $140,000), was given in 
recognition of the important work that Clarke and Mayhew have done 
to reshape crime-prevention strategies throughout the world by alter-
ing the characteristics of the situations in which crimes are likely to 
occur. Their seminal 1976 paper, “Crime as Opportunity,” suggested 
that crime was the result of opportunities provided by physical envi-
ronments and circumstances. The paper demonstrated how the physi-
cal characteristics of potential crime targets could be altered to prevent 
offenses from occurring. The work by Clarke and Mayhew led to the 
development of the important subfield of situational crime prevention, 
which has been credited with lowering crime rates in various parts of 
the world.

The Stockholm Prize is awarded annually for research achieve-
ments in the field of criminology. It is financed by the Jerry Lee 
Foundation in the United States, with support from the Japanese 

Correctional Association, the Hitachi Mirai Foundation, and the 
Söderberg Foundation of Sweden. Visit www.su.se/english/about/
prizes-awards/the-stockholm-prize-in-criminology for further 
information about the prize and award recipients and to learn more 
about the annual Stockholm Criminology Symposium.

 The 
University is home to the Stockholm Prize in Criminology. What 
accomplishments does the prize recognize?
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■ meta-analysis A study that combines the results of other 
studies about a particular topic of interest. Also a comprehensive 
and systematic review of other studies.
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 ● Table of contents: Reports of any length (say, beyond 
ten pages) often contain a table of contents that helps 
readers find the needed material quickly and provides 
structure to the report itself. A table of contents that is 
helpful for readers lists section headings within the body 
of the report.

 ● Preface (optional): The purpose of a preface is to  allow 
the author to make observations (often of a personal 
nature) that might not be appropriate within the body 
of the report. Reasons for choice of the study’s subject, 
observations about the promise held by the field of study, 
and wide-ranging statements about the future of crimino-
logical research are all frequent topics of prefaces found in 
research reports.

 ● Abstract: An abstract is a brief (usually one-paragraph) 
summation of the report’s findings, allowing readers to 
gauge whether the subject matter will be of interest to 
them without reading the entire report. In this day of 
electronic information, abstracts serve the additional 
 function of providing a quick synopsis that can be made 
readily available to those searching large databases contain-
ing many research articles.

 ● Introduction: Most authors write an introductory 
 section as part of their research report. The introduction 
describes the aim and purpose of the study, provides a 
general statement of the problem studied, and furnishes 
a general  conceptual framework for the remainder of the 
report. The introduction may also outline issues that are 
related to the problem under study and could benefit from 
 further investigation.

 ● Review of existing literature: Most research builds on 
existing knowledge and makes use of previous findings. 
To cite a few proverbial observations, it is not true that 
“there is nothing new under the sun” when conducting 
research, it is also not necessary to “reinvent the wheel.” 
In other words, the relevant works of other research-
ers should be discussed in any report, and the bearing 
that  previous studies have on the present one should be 
explained. Sometimes researchers who are engaged in 
literature  reviews discover that the questions they wish to 
study have already been answered or that someone else 
has found a more concise way of stating their concerns. 
Hence, new investigators can avoid concept development 
that is merely repetitive and even data gathering that has 
already been undertaken.

 ● Description of existing situation: Sometimes a de-
scription of the existing situation is combined with a 
report’s introduction. If not, then it is appropriate to 
elaborate on the problem under study by providing details 

 ● How was the program designed and implemented?
 ● Where can I get more information about the program?

Another especially important repository of crime- and 
justice-related literature today can be found at the Campbell 
Crime and Justice Coordinating Group, a subsidiary project 
of the Campbell Collaboration, which focuses on what works 
in the areas of education, social welfare, and criminal justice. 
The Campbell Collaboration began in 2000 to make system-
atic reviews of research on the effects of social interventions 
accessible. You can access the Campbell Collaboration via  
Web Extra 2–13. The Campbell Collaboration Crime and 
Justice Coordinating Group, which provides a number of the 
Library Extras referenced throughout this text, can be reached 
via Web Extra 2–14.

The Research Report
Findings from research and analysis of data are typically pre-
sented in the form of a report or paper in which suggestions for 
further study may be made. Policy issues or strategies for address-
ing the problems identified by the researcher are also frequently 
discussed. Charts, graphs, and tables may be included in the 
body of a research report. Most reports are professional-looking 
documents prepared on a word processor with grammar and 
spelling checkers and printed on a laser or ink-jet printer. Some 
are eventually published in professional journals, and a few be-
come staples of the field—frequently cited works that illustrate 
fundamental criminological or methodological principles.

Most research reports follow a traditional professional for-
mat with the following component features:

 ● Title page: The title page contains the names of the 
report’s authors, their institutional or professional affili-
ations, the date of the report, and its title. Many report 
titles consist of a main title and a subtitle, which gener-
ally gives additional information about the report’s sub-
ject matter. Some report titles seem all-inclusive: “The 
Impact of Family Structure and Quality on Delinquency: 
A Comparative Assessment of Structural and Functional 
Factors”;71 others are relatively straightforward: 
“Comparing Criminal Career Models.”72

 ● Acknowledgments: Often, the author wishes to express 
appreciation to individuals and organizations that facili-
tated the study or whose help made the study possible in 
the first place. Sources of grant support, including funding 
agencies and foundations, individuals and organizations 
that either participated in the study or were themselves 
studied, and people who facilitated various aspects of the 
study or the production of the report are all frequently 
acknowledged.IS
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50    CHAPTER 2  

analysis and discussion after data gathering has been 
completed. The analysis section should also focus on 
whether the data, as analyzed, support the study’s guiding 
hypothesis.

 ● Summary/conclusions: The summation section en-
capsulates the study’s purpose and findings in a few para-
graphs and may also contain suggested improvements or 
recommended solutions to the problem studied based on 
the evidence produced by the report. Policy implications 
are also discussed (if at all) in the conclusion of the report 
because they are simply broad-based solutions to problems 
that have been identified.

 ● Endnotes/footnotes: Endnotes or footnotes may be 
used to reference quoted sources or to refer readers to 
supporting documents. Sometimes a combination of end-
notes and footnotes is employed. Endnotes, as their name 
implies, appear at the conclusion of a report (often after 
the summary but before the appendixes), whereas foot-
notes are found at the bottom of the pages containing the 
referenced material.

 ● Appendixes: Not all reports contain appendixes. Those 
that do may place sample questionnaires, accompanying 
cover letters, concise exhibits from literature reviews, de-
tailed statistical tables, copies of letters of support, detailed 
interview information, and so forth, near the end of the 
document. Appendixes should be used only if they serve 
the purpose of further explicating the report’s purpose, 
methods, or findings. Otherwise, appendixes may appear 
to pad the report and can discredit the researcher’s efforts 
in the eyes of readers.

 ● List of references: No report is complete without a list 
of references or a bibliography used in planning the study 
and in preparing the document. Although all items listed 
in the bibliography may not be referenced within the 
body of the report, source material should still be pro-
vided if it was reviewed and served some purpose in study 
development. Literature that is examined, for example, 
may guide the researcher to other material or may pro-
vide useful insights during the study’s overall conceptual 
formation.

Writing for Publication
Criminologists often seek to publish the results of their research 
to share them with others working in the field. The primary 

medium for such publi-
cation consists of refer-
eed professional journals, 
those that employ the 
services of peer review-
ers to gauge the qual-
ity of the manuscripts 
submitted to them. 

Although the review process can be time-consuming, it is 
believed to result in the publication of manuscripts that make 
worthwhile contributions to the field of criminology and in the 
rejection of those of lesser quality.

that describe the conditions existing at the beginning of 
the study.

 ● Statement of hypothesis: Research etiquette in 
 criminology frequently requires the statement of a 
 hypothesis to be tested. Most researchers have an idea 
of what they expect to find and set out to test a theory 
or a proposition derived from a theory. For example, 
researchers may wish to test whether the Brady Law, a 
federal statute that limits handgun sales, has effectively 
met its goal of reducing the number of deaths by firearms. 
A hypothesis should be a clear and concise statement of 
what the study purports to test. As mentioned previously, 
hypotheses useful in guiding research are always opera-
tionalized, or expressed in terms that are in some way 
measurable. Descriptive studies, on the other hand, are 
not designed to prove or disprove assumptions (although 
they may not be free of them), and such studies may not 
contain hypotheses.

 ● Description of research plan: The research design, 
data-gathering strategies, and plans for statistical analysis 
should all be described. This section, although it may be 
elaborate and lengthy, simply provides an overview of the 
methodology employed by the researcher and explains 
how the problem was investigated and why particular 
 research strategies were chosen.

 ● Disclaimers/limitations: All research is subject to 
 limitations. Shortages of money, time, personnel, and 
other resources impose limitations on research under-
takings, as do shortcomings in statistical techniques and 
restrictions on the availability of data. Limitations should 
be honestly appraised and presented in the research report 
so that readers will be able to assess their impact on the 
results reported.

 ● Findings/results: Along with an overview of the 
 research as it was actually conducted, the findings pro-
vide a statement of research results, and many regard this 
section as the heart of the report. The manner in which 
results are presented can be crucial for ease of understand-
ing: Bar charts and pie charts are probably the most com-
monly employed types of diagrams (although the type of 
data collected will determine the appropriate format for its 
presentation). Some researchers choose to employ tables 
containing raw numbers when pictorial forms of repre-
sentation like charts and graphs would better facilitate 
comprehension.

 ● Analysis/discussion: Once findings have been 
 presented, they should be analyzed and discussed. Not 
all analyses need be of a quantitative sort; however, 
much of today’s criminological literature is replete with 
statistical analyses, some of them quite sophisticated. 
Unfortunately, poorly conceptualized research cannot 
be helped by later analysis, no matter how sophisticated 
that analysis may be. Therefore, it is crucial to the success 
of any research endeavor that early planning—including 
conceptual  development, strategies for data collection, 
and research designs—be undertaken with an eye toward 
producing data that will lend themselves to meaningful 

The primary medium 
for research papers con-
sists of refereed profes-
sional journals.
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than one publication. Given the complexities of the review and 
publication processes, it is probably best to write the editor of 
any journal to which submission is being contemplated to in-
quire about that journal’s particular expectations.

Most journals require that manuscripts be prepared accord-
ing to a particular style, meaning that citations, capitalization, 
footnoting, abstracts, notes, headings, and subheadings are all 
expected to conform to the style of other articles published 
in the same journal. Two of the most prevalent styles are 
the American Psychological Association (APA) style and the 
American Sociological Association (ASA) style.

Most criminological journals, however, utilize a modifica-
tion of one of these styles. When considering submission of a 
manuscript for publication review, it is advisable to write to 
the editor of the journal in question requesting a style sheet 
or general style guidelines. Style guides are also available from 
the APA74 and the ASA, with third-party publishers making 
style guides available through university and special-purpose 
bookstores.

If a research report is not intended for publication, other 
styles may be acceptable. Answers to general questions about 
report writing and style can be found in publications like 
William Strunk, Jr., and E. B. White’s The Elements of Style75 
and Mary-Claire van Leunen’s A Handbook for Scholars.76

Perhaps the best-known professional journals in the field 
of criminology today are American Journal of Criminal Justice, 
British Journal of Criminology, Crime and Delinquency, Crime 
and Social Justice, Criminal Justice and Behavior, Criminal Justice 
Ethics, Criminal Justice Policy Review, Criminal Justice Review, 
Criminology, Criminology and Public Policy, Critical Criminology, 
Journal of Contemporary Criminal Justice, Journal of Crime and 
Justice, Journal of Criminal Justice Education, Journal of Criminal 
Law and Criminology, Journal of Quantitative Criminology, Journal 
of Research in Crime and Delinquency, Justice Quarterly, and 
Theoretical Criminology.73 For a comprehensive list of journals in 
the field of criminology, including many that are Web-based, 
visit Web Extra 2–15.

Each journal has its own requirements for manuscript sub-
mission. Some require a single copy of a manuscript, others ask 
for multiple copies, a few journals request manuscript files on disk 
along with hard copies, and still others are moving toward elec-
tronic submission via the Internet. An increasing number of jour-
nals have established submission fees, usually in the $10 to $20 
range, to help defray the costs associated with the review process.

Submission etiquette within the field of criminology de-
mands that an article be sent to only one journal at a time. 
Simultaneous submissions are discouraged and create difficulties 
for both authors and editors when articles are accepted by more 

 ■ Follow the author’s tweets about the latest crime 
and justice news at @schmalleger.

refer to confounding effects that might invalidate the re-
sults of research.

 ● Quantitative methods tend to produce results that are easy 
to measure, whereas qualitative methods produce subjec-
tive results that are difficult or impossible to quantify. 
Quantitative methods are useful in objectively assessing 
hypotheses and measuring the effects of an experimental 
intervention; qualitative methods are important for the 
insights they provide into the subjective workings of the 
criminal mind and the processes by which meaning is ac-
corded to human experience.

 ● Values enter into all stages of the research process. 
Protection of human subjects from harm, need for pri-
vacy, disclosure of research methods, and data confiden-
tiality are all critical ethical issues. To address these and 
other concerns, the Academy of Criminal Justice Sciences 
(ACJS) has adopted an official code of ethics for research 
in the field of criminology.

 ● Ideally, research results in the field of criminology should 
have a significant impact on public crime-control policy. 
Unfortunately, publicly elected officials are often ignorant 
of current criminological research or do not heed the 

SUMMARY

 ● Criminology is a social science that endeavors to apply 
the techniques of data collection and hypothesis testing 
through observation and experimentation. Successful hy-
pothesis testing can lead to theory building and a more 
complete understanding of the nature of crime and crime 
causation. Evidence-based criminology offers the prom-
ise of building a valuable collection of evidence-based 
knowledge that can be of service to policy makers and 
individuals concerned about the fight against crime.

 ● A theory is a series of interrelated propositions attempting 
to describe, explain, predict, and ultimately control some 
class of events. Theories gain explanatory power from in-
herent logical consistency, are “tested” by how well they 
describe and predict reality, provide relatively complete 
understanding, are supported by observations, and stand 
up to continued scrutiny.

 ● Research refers to the use of standardized, systematic pro-
cedures in the search for knowledge. Determinations of 
program effectiveness are made through research. Threats 
to the internal and external validity of research designs IS
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52    CHAPTER 2  

advice of professional criminologists, seeking instead to 
create politically expedient policies.

 ● A typical research report might contain the following sec-
tions: title page, acknowledgments, table of contents, pref-
ace, abstract, introduction, review of existing literature, 
description of existing situation, statement of hypothesis, 
description of research plan, disclaimers/limitations, find-
ings/results, analysis/discussion, summary/conclusion, 
endnotes/footnotes, appendixes, and list of references. 
Research findings in the field of criminology are pub-
lished in professional journals.

KEY TERMS 

applied research, 33 

confounding effect, 35 

control group, 37 

controlled experiment, 36 

correlation, 43 

data confidentiality, 45 

descriptive statistics, 41 

evidence based, 29 

evidence-based criminology, 29 

external validity, 35 

hypothesis, 31 

inferential statistics, 41 

informed consent, 45 

internal validity, 35 

intersubjectivity, 40 

meta-analysis, 48 

operationalization, 34 

participant observation, 39 

primary research, 33 

pure research, 33 

qualitative method, 44 

quantitative method, 43 

quasi-experimental design, 36 

randomization, 37 

replicability, 40 

research, 33 

research design, 35 

secondary research, 34 

survey research, 38 

test of significance, 43 

theory, 33 

variable, 34 

 verstehen, 45 

QUESTIONS FOR REVIEW 

1. What is evidence-based criminology? How does the mean-
ing of the word evidence in evidence-based criminology 
differ from the evidence found at a crime scene or the evi-
dence used in criminal trials?

2. What three eras have characterized the field of criminol-
ogy over the past 100 years? Describe each. What is the 
most recent, or fourth era?

3. What is a theory? What purposes do theories serve? What 
role do research and experimentation play in theory build-
ing in criminology?

4. What is a hypothesis? How can a hypothesis be tested? 
What is internal validity? External validity? How can threats 
to internal and external validity be addressed?

5. What are the differences between quantitative and quali-
tative methods in the social sciences? What are the ad-
vantages and disadvantages of each method?

6. What are some ethical considerations involved in conduct-
ing criminological research? How can researchers make 
sure that such considerations are met?

7. How do criminological research and experimental criminol-
ogy affect social policy?

8. What sections might a typical research report contain? 
Where are research findings in criminology published?

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 

1. This text emphasizes the theme of social problems ver-
sus social responsibility. How might a thorough research 
agenda allow us to decide which perspective is more fruit-
ful in combating crime?

2. What does it mean to operationalize a hypothesis? Why is 
operationalization necessary?

3. Why is the task of criminological theory construction so de-
manding? How do we know if a theory is any good?

4. What is a meta-analysis? For what purposes might a meta-
analysis be conducted?

5. What are the various types of data-gathering strategies 
discussed in this chapter? Describe them. Is any one tech-
nique better than another? Why? Under what kinds of con-
ditions might certain types of data-gathering strategies be 
most appropriate?

6. A few years ago, the Bureau of Justice Statistics announced 
findings that male military veterans were less than half as 
likely as male nonveterans of the same age to be in prison 
(the rates reported were 630 versus 1,390 per 100,000 male 
prisoners, respectively). Does this mean that we can say 
with confidence that military service decreases a male’s 
likelihood of committing a criminal offense? What other in-
fluences might be operating to lower the likelihood of crime 
commission by male military veterans? (See the full report at 
http://www.justicestudies.com/pubs/veterans.pdf.)
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