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  C h a p t e r 1  

The Importance of Research 
Methods and Becoming 
an Informed Consumer 
of Research   

C A S E  S T U D Y

  Student Apprehension Regarding 
Research Methods 

  Research Study 
  Understanding and Measuring Student Apprehension in 
Criminal Justice Research Methods Courses  1     

  Research Question 
  How do we measure disinterest, relevance argumenta-
tion, and math anxiety experienced by students enrolled 
in research methods courses?   

  Methodology 
  It is said that “misery loves company,” so you are 
not alone in your apprehension and anxiety regard-
ing your research methods course. The problem of 
student apprehension and anxiety related to taking a 
research methods course is not new and has been stud-
ied for over 25 years. Previously, such apprehension 
and anxiety appeared to be caused by math anxiety, 
especially as it applies to statistics. The authors of this 
article believe that student apprehension goes beyond 
math anxiety; that math anxiety is too simplistic of 
an  explanation of student fear of research methods 
courses. Besides math anxiety, the researchers think 
that apprehension is caused by student indifference to 
the subject matter and irrelevance of the course be-
cause it does not apply to the “real world.” They state 

that student apprehension in research methods and 
statistics courses is due to three main factors: 

   •    Disinterest (D.);  

   •    Relevance Argumentation (RA.), and;  

   •    Math Anxiety (MA.).    

 Taken together, the reconceptualization is known as 
D.RA.MA., and the combination of these three factors 
constitutes the D.RA.MA. scale for research methods 
and statistics courses. 

 The researchers developed the D.RA.MA. scale by 
constructing survey questions to measure each factor in the 
scale (i.e., disinterest, relevance argumentation, and math 
anxiety). After they developed the survey, they tested it 
by distributing the survey to three criminal justice classes, 
totaling 80 students, from a midsized regional comprehen-
sive university in the southern region of the United States. 
Higher scale scores demonstrate more disinterest, more 
relevance argumentation, or more math anxiety.   

  Results 
  The D.RA.MA. scale consists of 20 survey questions. 
Ten questions were borrowed from an existing Math 
Anxiety scale developed by Betz  2  . The researchers then 
created fi ve items to assess Disinterest and fi ve items 
 intended to measure Relevance Argumentation. The 
items for the D.RA.MA. scale are illustrated below. 

  Math Anxiety  3    

   •    I usually have been at ease in math classes.  

   •    Math does not scare me at all.  
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2 Applied Research Methods in Criminal Justice and Criminology

   •    I am no good at math.  

   •    I don’t think that I could do advanced math.  

   •    Generally, I have been secure about attempting 
math.  

   •    For some reason, even though I study, math seems 
unusually hard for me.  

   •    Math has been my worst subject.  

   •    My mind goes blank and I am unable to think 
clearly when working in mathematics.  

   •    I think I could handle more diffi cult math.  

   •    I am not the type to do well in mathematics.    

  Relevance Argumentation  4    

   •    I will need research methods for my future work.  

   •    I view research methods as a subject that I will 
rarely use.  

   •    Research methods is not really useful for students 
who intend to work in Criminal Justice.  

   •    Knowing research methods will help me earn a 
living.  

   •    Research methods does not refl ect the “real world.”    

  Research Disinterest  5    

   •    I am excited about taking research methods.  

   •    It would not bother me at all to take more research 
methods courses.  

   •    I expect a research methods class to be boring.  

   •    I don’t expect to learn much in research methods.  

   •    I really don’t care if I learn anything in  research 
methods, as long as I get the requirement 
completed.   

 The Math Anxiety Scale responses for the 80 students 
ranged from 0 to 30 with a mean of 14, demonstrat-
ing a moderate level of math anxiety among the study 
participants. The responses for Relevance Argumen-
tation ranged from 0 to 12 with a mean of 5.4 while 
those for Disinterest ranged from 1 to 15 with a mean 
of 7.0, demonstrating a moderate level of disinterest 
and relevance argumentation among students regarding 
research methods. Based on these fi ndings, the study 
demonstrated that student apprehension regarding 
 research methods courses goes beyond math anxiety 
and includes two additional factors; disinterest in the 
subject matter and irrelevance of research methods to 
the “real world.”    

  Limitations with the Study Procedure 
  This research study was designed to develop a broader 
measure of student apprehension in criminal justice 
research methods courses. Moving beyond just math 
anxiety, the researchers accomplished their objective 
by developing the D.RA.MA. scale; adding disinter-
est and relevance argumentation to the understanding 
of student apprehension regarding research methods. 
As is true for all research, this study is not without 
limitations. The biggest limitation of this study is the 
limited sample size. Only 80 students completed the 
survey. Although this is certainly a good start, similar 
research (i.e., replication) needs to be completed with 
larger student samples in different locations throughout 
the country before the actual quality of the D.RA.MA. 
scale can be determined.   

  Impact on Criminal Justice 
  The D.RA.MA. scale developed in this study 
 identifies disinterest and relevance argumentation, 
in addition to math anxiety, as part of student ap-
prehension and resistance to research methods. A 
variety of instructional strategies can be inferred 
from the D.RA.MA. survey. However, it is important 
for professors to recognize that no single approach 
will reduce research methods resistance and appre-
hension for all students. For example, discussing re-
search methods in a popular culture framework may 
resonate with students and lead to engaged students 
who are more interested in the subject matter and 
identify with the relevance of research methods to 
criminal justice in general and the future careers of 
students, in particular. This approach may provide 
an effective means for combating student disinterest 
and relevance argumentation in criminal justice re-
search methods courses. At a minimum, it is critical 
for professors to explain the relevance of research 
methods to the policies and practices of police, 
courts, and corrections. Students need to realize that 
research methods are essential tools for assessing 
agency policies and practices. Professors will always 
have D.RA.MA.-plagued students, but recognizing 
the problem and then developing effective strate-
gies to connect with these students is the challenge 
all professors face. Experimenting with a multitude 
of teaching strategies to alleviate the math anxiety, 
relevance argumentation, and disinterest of criminal 
justice research methods students will result in more 
effective teaching and learning. ●       
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3Chapter 1 The Importance of Research Methods and Becoming an Informed Consumer of Research

at a time. One of the advantages of studying research 
methods is research methods is about studying and 
learning a process. Each chapter builds upon the previ-
ous chapters, illustrating and discussing more about the 
research process. This is certainly an advantage, but it 
is also critical that you understand the initial chapters 
in this book so you are not confused with the content 
discussed in later chapters. In addition to anxiety and 
apprehension over the course material, research meth-
ods can be boring if you only read and learn about it 
with no particular purpose in mind. Although examples 
are prevalent throughout the book, as you read this ma-
terial, it is recommended that you think about the rele-
vancy and application of the topics covered in this book 
to your specifi c criminal justice interests. As you con-
tinue to read the book, think about how you might use 
the information you are reading in your current  position 
or your intended profession. 

 The goal of this research methods book is to de-
velop you into an informed consumer of research. 
Most, if not all, of your fellow classmates will never 
conduct their own research studies. However, every 
one of you will be exposed to research fi ndings in your 
professional and personal lives for the remainder of 
your lives. You are exposed to research fi ndings in the 
media (e.g., television, newspapers, and online), in per-
sonal interaction with others (e.g., friends and family, 
 doctors, and professors), as well as in class. You should 
challenge yourself for this semester to keep a journal 
and document exposure to research in your daily life 
outside of college whether through the nightly news, 
newspapers, magazine articles, Internet, personal con-
versations, or other means. At the end of the semes-
ter, you will be amazed at the amount of research you 
are exposed to in a short period of time. This book is 
focused on research exposure and assisting you to be-
come an educated consumer of research by providing 
you the skills necessary to differentiate between good 
and not so good research. Why should you believe 
 research fi ndings if the study is faulty? Without being 
an educated consumer of research, you will not be able 

  INTRODUCTION 

  As noted in the chapter opening case study, it is expected 
that you have some anxiety and apprehension about tak-
ing this criminal justice research methods course. But, 
you have taken a signifi cant step toward success in this 
course by opening up your research methods book, so 
congratulations are in order. You might have opened this 
book for a number of reasons. Perhaps it is the fi rst day 
of class and you are ready to get started on the course 
material. Perhaps you have a quiz or exam soon. Perhaps 
the book has been gathering dust on your shelf since 
the fi rst day of class and you are not doing well in your 
research methods class and are looking for the book to 
help with course improvement. Perhaps you are taking a 
research methods class in the future and are seeing if all 
the chatter among students is true. 

 No matter how you got here, two things are probably 
true. First, you are taking this research methods course 
because it is a requirement for your major. The bottom 
line is that most of the students that read this text are re-
quired to take a research methods course. While you may 
think studying research methods is irrelevant to your 
career goals, unnecessary, overly academic, or perhaps 
even intimidating, you probably must fi nish this course 
in order to graduate. Second, you have heard negative 
comments about this course. The negative comments 
mention the diffi culty of the course and the relevance of 
the course (e.g., “I am going to be a police offi cer, so 
why do I need to take a research methods course?”). If 
you are like most students we have experienced in our 
research methods courses in the past, you are not ini-
tially interested in this course and are concerned about 
whether you will do well in it. 

 If you are concerned about the course, realize that 
you are not alone because most students are anxious 
about taking a research methods course. Also realize 
that your professor is well aware of student anxiety and 
apprehension regarding research methods. So, relax 
and do not think about the entire course and the entire 
book. Take the course content one chapter, one week 

  What research is and why it is important to be an informed 
consumer of research  

  The sources of knowledge development and problems with 
each  

  How research methods can dispel myths about crime and the 
criminal justice system  

  The steps in the research process  

  How research has impacted criminal justice operations     

  I N  T H I S  C H A P T E R  Y O U  W I L L  L E A R N   
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4 Applied Research Methods in Criminal Justice and Criminology

outright myths, and hardened ideological positions.  6   This 
is a bold statement which basically contends that most 
people’s knowledge of crime and criminal justice is inac-
curate. But, how do these inaccuracies occur? Most peo-
ple have learned what they know about crime and criminal 
justice system operations through some other means be-
sides scientifi c research results and fi ndings. Some of that 
knowledge is based on personal experience and common 
sense. Much of it is based on the information and images 
supported by politicians, governmental agencies, and espe-
cially the media. This section will discuss the mechanisms 
used to understand crime and criminal justice operations 
by the public. It is important to note that although this sec-
tion will focus on the failings of these knowledge sources, 
they each can be, and certainly are, accurate at times, and 
thus are valuable sources of knowledge. 

  K n o w l e d g e  f r o m  A u t h o r i t y 
 We gain knowledge from parents, teachers, experts, and 
others who are in positions of authority in our lives. 
When we accept something as being correct and true just 
because someone in a position of authority says it is true, 
we are using what is referred to as  authority knowledge  
as a means of knowing. Authorities often expend sig-
nifi cant time and effort to learn something, and we can 
 benefi t from their experience and work. 

 However, relying on authority as a means of know-
ing has limitations. It is easy to overestimate the exper-
tise of other people. A person’s expertise is typically 
limited to a few core areas of signifi cant knowledge; 
a person is not an expert in all areas. More specifi cally, 
criminal justice professors are not experts on all topics 
related to criminal justice. One professor may be an 
expert on corrections but know little about policing. If 
this professor discusses topics in policing in which he 
is not an expert, we may still assume he is right when 
he may be wrong. Authority fi gures may speak on 
fi elds they know little about. They can be completely 
wrong but we may believe them because of their  status 
as an expert. Furthermore, an expert in one area may 
try to use his authority in an unrelated area. Other 
times, we have no idea of how the experts  arrived at 
their  knowledge. We just know they are  experts in the 
topic area. 

 As I am writing this, I recall an example of author-
ity knowledge that was wrong during my police acad-
emy training in the late 1980s. My academy training was 
about four years after the U. S. Supreme Court decision 
in  Tennessee v. Garner .  7   In this case, the Court lim-
ited the use of deadly force by police to defense of life 

to differentiate between useful and not useful research. 
This book is designed to remedy this problem. 

 This book was written to make your fi rst encoun-
ter with research methods relevant and successful 
while providing you the tools necessary to become an 
educated consumer of research. Therefore, this book is 
written with the assumption that students have not had 
a prior class on research methods. In addition, this book 
assumes that practical and evaluative knowledge of re-
search methods is more useful than theoretical knowl-
edge of the development of research methods and the 
relationship between theory and research. Since the 
focus of this book is on consumerism, not researcher 
training, practical and evaluative knowledge is more 
useful than theoretical knowledge. 

 It is also important to understand that the professors 
who design academic programs in criminal justice at the 
associate and bachelor level believe that an understand-
ing of research methods is important for students. That is 
why, more than likely, this research methods course is a 
required course in your degree program. These professors 
understand that a solid understanding of research meth-
ods will enrich the qualifi cations of students for employ-
ment and performance in their criminal justice careers. 

 As previously stated, the basic goal of this book 
is to make students, as future and possibly even cur-
rent practitioners in the criminal justice system, better 
informed and more capable consumers of the results of 
criminal justice research. This goal is based on the be-
lief that an understanding of research methods allows 
criminal justice practitioners to be better able to make 
use of the results of research as it applies to their work-
related duties. In fact, thousands of research questions 
are asked and answered each year in research involving 
criminal justice and criminological topics. In addition, 
thousands of articles are published, papers presented at 
conferences, and reports prepared that provide answers 
to these questions. The ability to understand research 
gives practitioners knowledge of the most current in-
formation in their respective fi elds and the ability to use 
this knowledge to improve the effectiveness of criminal 
justice agencies.   

  HOW DO WE KNOW WHAT WE KNOW? 
SOURCES OF KNOWLEDGE 

  The reality is the understanding of crime and criminal jus-
tice system operations by the public is  frequently the prod-
uct of misguided assumptions, distorted inter pretations, 
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5Chapter 1 The Importance of Research Methods and Becoming an Informed Consumer of Research

biological characteristics are just as prevalent among 
noncriminals. This example involves authority knowl-
edge that is supported by research but the research 
methods used were fl awed. The errors of Lombroso 
seem obvious now, but what do we know today through 
authority knowledge that is inaccurate or will be proven 
wrong in the future?  

  K n o w l e d g e  f r o m  T r a d i t i o n 
 In addition to authority knowledge, people often rely on 
tradition for knowledge.  Tradition knowledge  relies on 
the knowledge of the past. Individuals accept something 
as true because that is the way things have always been 
so it must be right. A good example of tradition knowl-
edge is preventive/random patrol. Ever since vehicles 
were brought into the police patrol function, police ad-
ministrators assumed that having patrol offi cers drive 
around randomly in the communities they serve, while 
they are not answering calls for service, would prevent 
crime. If you were a patrol offi cer in the early 1970s 
and asked your supervisor, “Why do I drive around 
randomly throughout my assigned area when I am not 
answering a call for service?” the answer would have 
been, “That is the way we have always done patrol and 
random patrol reduces crime through deterrence.” The 
Kansas City Preventive Patrol Experiment challenged 
the tradition knowledge that preventive/random patrol 
reduces crime. The results of the study made it clear 
that the traditional practice of preventive/random patrol 
had little to no impact on reducing crime. This allowed 
police departments to develop other patrol deployment 
strategies such as directed patrol and “hot spots” polic-
ing since preventive patrol was seen as ineffective. The 
development of effective patrol deployment strategies 
continues today. 

    K n o w l e d g e  f r o m  C o m m o n  S e n s e 
 We frequently rely on  common sense knowledge  for 
what we know about crime and the criminal justice sys-
tem because it “just makes sense.” For example, it “just 
makes sense” that if we send juvenile delinquents on 
a fi eld trip to prison where they will see fi rst hand the 
prison environment as well as be yelled at by actual 
prisoners, they will refrain from future delinquency. 
That is exactly what the program  Scared Straight , origi-
nally developed in the 1970s, is designed to do.  Scared 
Straight  programs are still in existence today and are 
even the premise for the television show  Beyond Scared 
Straight  on the A&E television network. As originally 

situations and incidents where the suspect committed a 
violent offense. Prior to the decision, the police in sev-
eral states could use deadly force on any fl eeing suspect 
accused of a felony offense. One day, the academy class 
was practicing mock traffi c stops. During one of my 
mock traffi c stops, I received information that the vehicle 
I stopped was stolen. The driver and passenger exited 
the vehicle and fl ed on foot. I did not use deadly force 
(this was a training exercise so was not real) against the 
suspects and was chastised by my instructor who insisted 
that I should have shot the suspects as they were fl eeing. 
Training instructors, just like professors, convey author-
ity knowledge but, in this case, the instructor was wrong. 
I was not legally authorized to use deadly force in the 
traffi c stop scenario despite the insistence of my instruc-
tor to the contrary. 

 Politicians are sometimes taken as a source of au-
thority knowledge about the law, crime, and criminal 
justice issues. Since they enact laws that directly impact 
the operations of the criminal justice system, we may as-
sume they are an authority on crime and criminal  justice. 
More specifi cally, we may assume that politicians know 
best about how to reduce crime and increase the effec-
tiveness of the criminal justice system. However, history 
is rife with laws that sounded good on paper but had no 
impact on crime. For example, there is little evidence that 
sex offender registration protects the public from sexual 
predators or acts as a deterrent to repeat sex offenders 
even though every state has a law requiring convicted 
sex offenders to register with local authorities. Perhaps 
politicians are not the criminal justice experts some per-
ceive them to be. 

 History is also full of criminal justice authorities 
that we now see as being misinformed. For example, 
Cesare Lombroso is the father of the positivist school 
of criminology. He is most readily recognized for his 
idea that some individuals are born criminal. He stated 
that criminals have certain unique biological character-
istics including large protruding jaws, high foreheads, 
fl attened noses, and asymmetrical faces, to name a 
few.  8   These characteristics were similar to those found 
in primitive humans. Therefore, Lombroso argued that 
some individuals were genetic “throwbacks” to a more 
primitive time and were less evolved than other people 
and thus, were more likely to be criminals. Lombroso’s 
research has been discredited because he failed to com-
pare criminals with noncriminals. By studying only 
criminals, he found characteristics that were common 
to criminals. However, if Lombroso had studied a group 
of noncriminals, he would have discovered that these 
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 CLASSICS IN CJ RESEARCH 

  RESEARCH STUDY  9   
 In the mid-1970s, the number of offenders on probation began 
to signifi cantly increase. By the mid-1980s, probation was the 
most frequently used sentence in most states and its use was 
becoming more common for felons, whereas previously, pro-
bation was typically limited to misdemeanor crimes and of-
fenses committed by juveniles. Increasing numbers of felony 
offenders were being placed on probation because judges 
had no other alternative forms of punishment. Prisons were 
already operating above capacity due to rising crime rates. 
Despite the increase in the use of probation in the 1980s, 
few empirical studies of probation (particularly its use with 
felony offenders) had been published. In the early 1980s, the 
Rand Corporation conducted an extensive study of probation 
to learn more about the offenders sentenced to probation and 
the effectiveness of probation as a criminal sanction. At the 
time the study began, over one-third of California’s probation 
population were convicted felons.  10   This was the fi rst large-
scale study of felony probation. 

  RESEARCH QUESTION 
 Is it safe to put felons on probation?   

  METHODOLOGY 
 Data for the study were obtained from the California Board of 
Prison Terms (CBPT). The Board had been collecting compre-
hensive data on all offenders sentenced to prison since 1978 
and on a sample of adult males from 17 counties who received 
probation. From these two data sources, researchers selected 
a sample of male offenders who had been convicted of the 
following crimes: robbery, assault, burglary, theft, forgery, 

and drug offenses. These crimes were selected because an 
offender could receive either prison or probation if convicted. 
Approximately 16,500 male felony offenders were included in 
the study. For each offender, researchers had access to their 
personal characteristics, information on their crimes, court pro-
ceedings, and disposition.  

  RESULTS 
 Two main research questions were answered in this study. 
First, what were the recidivism rates for felony offenders 
who received probation? When assessing recidivism rates, 
the study found that the majority of offenders sentenced 
to probation recidivated during the follow-up period, which 
averaged 31 months. Overall, 65% of the sample of proba-
tioners were re-arrested and 51% were charged with and 
convicted of another offense. A total of 18% were convicted 
of a violent crime. 

 The second research question asked, what were the 
characteristics of the probationers who recidivated? Property 
offenders were more likely to recidivate compared to violent 
or drug offenders. Researchers also discovered that probation-
ers tended to recidivate by committing the same crime that 
placed them on probation. Rand researchers included time to 
recidivism in their analysis and found that property and violent 
offenders recidivated sooner than drug offenders. The median 
time to the fi rst fi led charge was fi ve months for property of-
fenders and eight months for violent offenders.  

  LIMITATIONS WITH THE STUDY PROCEDURE 
 The issue of whether or not the fi ndings would generalize to 
other counties in California and to other states was raised. 

created, the program was designed to decrease juvenile 
delinquency by bringing at-risk and delinquent juve-
niles into prison where they would be “scared straight” 
by inmates serving life sentences. Participants in the 
program were talked to and yelled at by the inmates in 
an effort to scare them. It was believed that the fear felt 
by the participants would lead to a discontinuation of 
their delinquent behavior so that they would not end up 
in prison themselves. This sounds like a good idea. It 
makes sense, and the program was initially touted as a 
success due to anecdotal evidence based on a few delin-
quents who turned their lives around after participation 
in the program.    

   However, evaluations of the program and others like 
it showed that the program was in fact unsuccessful. In 

the initial evaluation of the  Scared Straight  program, 
Finckenauer used a classic experimental design (dis-
cussed in Chapter 5), to evaluate the original “Lifer’s 
Program” at Rahway State Prison in New Jersey where 
the program was initially developed.  13   Juveniles were 
randomly assigned to an experimental group which at-
tended the  Scared Straight  program and a control group 
which did not participate in the program. Results of the 
evaluation were not positive. Post-test measures revealed 
that juveniles who were assigned to the experimental 
group and participated in the program were actually more 
seriously delinquent afterwards than those who did not 
participate in the program. Also using an experimental 
design with random assignment, Yarborough evaluated 
the “Juvenile Offenders Learn Truth” (JOLT) program at 
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Data for the study came from probation and prison records 
from two counties in California. These two counties were not 
randomly selected, but were chosen because of their large 
probation populations and the willingness of departments 
to provide information. Further, the probation departments 
in these counties had experienced signifi cant budget cuts. 
Supervision may have become compromised as a result and 
this could have explained why these counties had high rates 
of recidivism. Studies of probation recidivism in other states 
have found recidivism rates to be much lower, suggesting 
the Rand results may not have applied elsewhere.  11   Several 
studies examining the effectiveness of probation and the fac-
tors correlated with probation outcomes were published after 
1985. Much of this research failed to produce results consis-
tent with the Rand study.  

  IMPACT ON CRIMINAL JUSTICE 
 The Rand study of felony probation received a considerable 
amount of attention within the fi eld of corrections. Accord-
ing to one scholar, the study was acclaimed as “the most 
important criminological research to be reported since World 
War II.”  12   The National Institute of Justice disseminated the 
report to criminal justice agencies across the country and 
even highlighted the study in their monthly newsletter. Today, 
the study remains one of the most highly cited pieces of cor-
rections research. 

 According to Rand researchers, these fi ndings raised seri-
ous doubts about the effectiveness of probation for felony of-
fenders. Most of the felons sentenced to probation recidivated 
and researchers were unable to develop an accurate prediction 
model to improve the courts’ decision-making. The continued 

use of probation as a sanction for felony offenders appeared to 
be putting the public at risk. However, without adequate prison 
space, the courts had no other alternatives besides probation 
when sentencing offenders. 

 The researchers made several recommendations to ad-
dress the limitations of using probation for felony offenders. 
First, it was recommended that states formally acknowledge 
that the purpose of probation had changed. Probation was 
originally used as a means of furthering the goal of reha-
bilitation in the correctional system. As the United States 
moved away from that goal in the late 1960s, the expecta-
tions of probation changed. Probation was now used as a 
way to exercise “restrictive supervision” over more serious 
offenders. Second, probation departments needed to rede-
fi ne the responsibilities of their probation offi cers. Proba-
tion offi cers were now expected to be surveillance offi cers 
instead of treatment personnel, which required specialized 
training. In addition, states needed to explore the possibil-
ity of broadening the legal authority of its probation offi cers 
by allowing them to act as law enforcement offi cers if nec-
essary. Third, states were advised to adopt a formal client 
management system that included risk/need assessments of 
every client. Such a system would help establish uniform, 
consistent treatment of those on probation and would also 
help departments allocate their resources effi ciently and ef-
fectively. Fourth, researchers encouraged states to develop 
alternative forms of community punishment that offered 
more public protection than regular probation, which led to 
the development and use of intensive supervision probation, 
house arrest, electronic monitoring, day reporting centers, 
and other intermediate punishments.  

the State Prison of Southern Michigan at Jackson.  14   This 
program was similar to that of the “Lifer’s Program,” 
only with fewer obscenities used by inmates. Post-test 
measurements were taken at two intervals, three and six 
months after program completion. Again, results were 
not positive. Findings revealed no signifi cant differences 
in delinquency between those juveniles who attended 
the program and those who did not. Other experiments 
conducted on  Scared Straight -type programs further 
revealed their inability to deter juveniles from further 
delinquency.  15   Despite the common sense popularity 
of these programs, the evaluations showed that  Scared 
Straight  programs do not reduce delinquency and, in 
some instances, may actually increase delinquency. The 
programs may actually do more harm than good. I guess 

that begs the question, “Why do we still do these types 
of programs?” 

  Scared Straight  programs and other widely held 
common sense beliefs about crime and the criminal jus-
tice system are questionable, based on the available re-
search evidence. Common sense is important in our daily 
lives and is frequently correct, but, at times, it also con-
tains inaccuracies, misinformation, and even prejudice.  

  K n o w l e d g e  f r o m  P e r s o n a l  E x p e r i e n c e 
 If you personally see something or if it actually hap-
pens to you, then you are likely to accept it as true and 
gain knowledge from the experience. Gaining knowl-
edge through actual experiences is known as  personal 
 experience knowledge , and it has a powerful and lasting 
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8 Applied Research Methods in Criminal Justice and Criminology

 As a student in criminal justice, you have prob-
ably experienced something similar in interaction with 
friends, relatives, and neighbors. Your knowledge of 
criminal justice that you have developed in your crim-
inal justice classes is trumped by one experience your 
friend, relative, or neighbor had with the criminal justice 
system. They believe they are right because they expe-
rienced it. However, there are four errors that occur in 
the knowledge gained from personal experiences: over-
generalization, selective observation, illogical reasoning, 
and resistance to change. 

  Overgeneralization    Overgeneralization  happens when 
people conclude that what they have observed in one or 
a few cases is true for all cases. For example, you may 
see that a wealthy businesswomen in your community 
is acquitted of bribery and may conclude that “wealthy 
people, especially women, are never convicted in our 
criminal justice system,” which is an  overgeneralization. 
It is common to draw conclusions about people and 
 society from our personal interactions, but, in reality, our 
experiences are limited because we interact with just a 
small percentage of people in society. 

 The same is true for practitioners in the criminal jus-
tice system. Practitioners have a tendency to believe that 
because something was done a particular way in their 
agency, it is done that way in all agencies. That may not 
be true. Although there are certainly operational similari-
ties across criminal justice agencies, there are also nu-
ances that exist across the over 50,000 criminal justice 
agencies in the United States. Believing that just because 
it was that way in your agency, it must be that way in all 
agencies leads to overgeneralization. 

    Selective Observation    Selective observation  is choos-
ing, either consciously or unconsciously, to pay attention 
to and remember events that support our personal prefer-
ences and beliefs. In fact, with selective observation, we 
will seek out evidence that confi rms what we believe to 
be true and ignore the events that provide contradictory 
evidence. We are more likely to notice pieces of evidence 
that reinforce and support our ideology. As applied to 
the criminal justice system, when we are inclined to be 
critical of the criminal justice system, it is pretty easy to 
notice its every failing and ignore its successes. For ex-
ample, if someone believes the police commonly use ex-
cessive force, the person is more likely to pay attention to 
and remember a police brutality allegation on the nightly 
news than a police pursuit that led to the apprehension of 
the suspect without incident on the same nightly news. 

impact on everyone. Personal experiences are essential 
building blocks of knowledge and of what we believe 
to be true. The problem with knowledge gained from 
personal experiences is that personal experiences can be 
unique and unreliable, which can distort reality and lead 
us to believe things that are actually false. 

 How can events that someone personally experi-
enced be wrong? The events are not wrong. Instead, the 
knowledge gained from the experience is wrong. For ex-
ample, the research consistently shows that a person’s 
demeanor signifi cantly impacts the decision-making of 
police offi cers. During a traffi c stop, if a person is rude, 
disrespectful, and uncooperative to the offi cer, then the 
driver is more likely to receive a traffi c citation than a 
warning. That is what the research on police discretion 
shows. However, if a person was rude and uncooperative 
to a police offi cer during a traffi c stop and was let go 
without a citation, the person will gain knowledge from 
this personal experience. The knowledge gained may in-
clude that being disrespectful during future traffi c stops 
will get this person out of future tickets. Not likely. The 
event is not wrong. Instead, the knowledge gained from 
the experience is wrong because being disrespectful 
to the police usually leads to more enforcement action 
taken by the police, not less. 

Common sense indicates that sending juvenile delinquents 

on a fi eld trip to prison will keep them from committing future 

acts of delinquency. Research on Scared Straight programs 

indicates they are not effective at deterring delinquency.
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Think of a detective who, after examining only a few pieces 
of evidence, quickly narrows in on a murder suspect. It is 
common for a detective to assess the initial evidence and 
make an initial determination of who committed the mur-
der. However, it is hoped that the detective will continue to 
sort through all the evidence for confi rmation or rejection 
of his original conclusion regarding the murder suspect. 
Illogical reasoning by jumping to premature conclusions 
is common in everyday life. We look for evidence to con-
fi rm or reject our beliefs and stop when a small amount 
of evidence is present; we jump to conclusions. If a per-
son states, “I know four people who have dropped out of 
high school, and each one of them ended up addicted to 
drugs, so all dropouts abuse drugs,” the person is jumping 
to conclusions. 

 Illogical reasoning also occurs when an argument is 
presented which is based on invalid assumptions. Let’s 
revisit the  Scared Straight  example previously discussed. 
Program developers assumed that brief exposure to the 
harsh realities of prison would deter juveniles from fu-
ture delinquency. The  Scared Straight  program is an ex-
ample of illogical reasoning. Four hours of exposure to 
prison life is not going to counteract years of delinquency 
and turn a delinquent into a nondelinquent. The program 
is based on a false assumption and fails to recognize the 
substantial risk factors present in the lives of most de-
linquents that must be mediated before the juvenile can 

As another example, if you believe treatment efforts on 
sex offenders are futile, you will pay attention to and re-
member each sex offender you hear about that recidi-
vates but will pay little attention to any successes. It is 
easy to fi nd instances that confi rm our beliefs, but with 
selective observation, the complete picture is not being 
viewed. Therefore, if we only acknowledge the events 
that confi rm our beliefs and ignore those that challenge 
them, we are falling victim to selective observation. 

 Besides selective observation, some of our observa-
tions may simply be wrong.   Consider eyewitness identi-
fi cation. It is a common practice in the criminal justice 
system, but research has consistently demonstrated inac-
curacies in eyewitness identifi cation. The witness feels 
certain that the person viewed is the person who com-
mitted the offense, but sometimes the witness is wrong. 
Even when our senses of sight, hearing, taste, touch, and 
smell are fully operational, our minds have to interpret 
what we have sensed, which may lead to an inaccurate 
observation.  

  Illogical Reasoning    Illogical reasoning  occurs when 
someone jumps to premature conclusions or presents an 
argument which is based on invalid assumptions. Prema-
ture conclusions occur when we feel we have the answer 
based on a few pieces of evidence and do not need to seek 
additional information that may invalidate our conclusion. 

 RESEARCH IN THE NEWS 
 When Your Criminal Past Isn’t Yours  16   

 The business of background checks on prospective employees 
is signifi cantly increasing. According to the Society for Human 
Resource Management, since the events of September 11, 
2001, the percentage of companies that conduct criminal his-
tory checks during the hiring process has risen past 90%. Em-
ployers spend at least $2 billion a year to look into the pasts 
of their prospective employees. Problems with the business of 
background checks were identifi ed through research that in-
cluded a review of thousands of pages of court fi lings and in-
terviews with dozens of court offi cials, data providers, lawyers, 
victims, and regulators. 

 The business of background checks is a system weak-
ened by the conversion to digital fi les and compromised by the 
signifi cant number of private companies that profi t by amass-
ing public records and selling them to employers. The private 
companies create a system in which a computer program 
scrapes the public fi les of court systems around the country 
to retrieve personal data. Basically, these are automated 

data-mining programs. Today, half the courts in the United 
States put criminal records on their public websites. So, the 
data are there for the taking, but the records that are retrieved 
typically are not checked for errors; errors that would be obvi-
ous to human eyes. 

 The errors can start with a mistake entered into the logs 
of a law enforcement agency or a court fi le. The biggest cul-
prits, though, are companies that compile databases using 
public information. In some instances, their automated formu-
las misinterpret the information provided them. Other times, 
records wind up assigned to the wrong people with a com-
mon name. Furthermore, when a government agency erases 
a criminal conviction after a designated period of good be-
havior, many of the commercial databases don’t perform the 
updates required to purge offenses that have been removed 
from public record. It is clear that these errors can have sub-
stantial ramifi cations including damaged reputations and loss 
of job opportunities. 
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10 Applied Research Methods in Criminal Justice and Criminology

media, and this knowledge even has an impact on crimi-
nal justice system operations. 

 An example of the potential impact of the media on 
the actual operations of the criminal justice system involves 
the  CSI: Crime Scene Investigation  television shows. The 
shows have been criticized for their unrealistic portrayal 
of the role of forensic science in solving criminal cases. 
Critics claim that  CSI  viewers accept what they see on the 
show as an accurate representation of how forensic science 
works. When summoned for jury duty, they bring with 
them unrealistic expectations of the forensic evidence they 
will see in trial. When the expected sophisticated forensic 
evidence is not presented in the real trial, the juror is more 
likely to vote to acquit the defendant. This phenomenon is 
known as the  CSI Effect . Has the research shown that the 
CSI Effect exists and is impacting the criminal justice sys-
tem? Most of the research shows that the CSI Effect does 
not exist and thus does not impact juror decision-making, 
but other research has shown that viewers of  CSI  have 
higher expectations related to evidence presented at trial.  17   

 There are several instances in which media attention 
on a particular topic created the idea that a major prob-
lem existed when it did not. An example is  Halloween 
sadism . Halloween sadism is the practice of giving con-
taminated treats to children during trick or treating.  18   In 
1985, Joel Best wrote an article entitled, “The Myth of 
the Halloween Sadist.”  19   His article reviewed press cov-
erage of Halloween sadism in the leading papers in the 
three largest metropolitan areas ( New York Times ,  Los 
Angeles Times , and  Chicago Tribune ) from 1958–1984. 
Although the belief in Halloween sadism is widespread, 
Best found few reported incidents and few reports of chil-
dren being injured by Halloween sadism. Follow-ups on 
these reported incidents led to the conclusion that most 
of these reports were hoaxes. Best concluded that “I have 
been unable to fi nd a substantiated report of a child being 
killed or seriously injured by a contaminated treat picked 
up in the course of trick or treating.”  20   Since 1985, Best 
has kept his research up to date and has come to the same 
conclusion. Halloween sadism is an urban legend; it is a 
story that is told as true, even though there is little or no 
evidence that the events in the story ever occurred.    

  DISPELLING MYTHS: THE POWER OF 
RESEARCH METHODS 

  In the prior section, sources of knowledge were dis-
cussed along with the limitations of each. A researcher 
(e.g., criminologist), ideally, takes no knowledge claim 

live a crime-free lifestyle. A fear of prison, developed 
through brief exposure, is not enough to counteract the 
risk factors present in the lives of most delinquents. Al-
though the  Scared Straight  program sounds good, it is 
illogical to assume that a brief experience with prison 
life will have a stronger impact on the decisions made 
by delinquents than peer support for delinquency, drug 
abuse, lack of education, poor parental supervision, and 
other factors that infl uence delinquency.  

  Resistance to Change    Resistance to change  is the 
reluctance to change our beliefs in light of new, accu-
rate, and valid information to the contrary. Resistance 
to change is common and it occurs for several reasons. 
First, even though our personal experience may be counter 
to our belief system, it is hard to admit we were wrong 
after we have taken a position on an issue. Even when 
the research evidence shows otherwise, people who work 
within programs may still believe they are effective. As 
previously stated, even though the research evidence 
shows otherwise,  Scared Straight  programs still exist and 
there is even a television show devoted to the program. 
Second, too much devotion to tradition and the argument 
that this is the way it has always been done inhibits change 
and hinders our ability to accept new directions and de-
velop new knowledge. Third, uncritical agreement with 
authority inhibits change. Although authority knowledge 
is certainly an important means of gaining knowledge, we 
must critically evaluate the ideas, beliefs, and statements 
of those in positions of authority and be willing to chal-
lenge those statements where necessary. However, people 
often accept the beliefs of those in positions of authority 
without question, which hinders change.   

  K n o w l e d g e  f r o m  M e d i a  P o r t r a y a l s 
 Television shows, movies, websites, newspapers, and 
magazine articles are important sources of information. 
This is especially true for information about crime and 
the criminal justice system since most people have not 
had much contact with criminals or the criminal justice 
system. Instead of gaining knowledge about the criminal 
justice system through personal experience, most peo-
ple learn about crime and the operations of the criminal 
justice system through media outlets. Since the primary 
goal of many of these media outlets is to entertain, they 
may not accurately refl ect the reality of crime and crimi-
nal justice. Despite their inaccuracies, the media has a 
substantial impact on what people know about crime 
and the criminal justice system. Most people know what 
they know about crime and criminal justice through the 
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previously discussed. Many believe that there are real 
examples of children being harmed by razor blades, 
poison, or other nefarious objects placed in Halloween 
candy. This belief has changed the practices of many par-
ents on Halloween; not allowing their children to trick-
or-treat in their neighborhood and forbidding them from 
going to the doors of strangers. After careful analysis by 
Best, there is not a single, known example of children 
being seriously injured or killed by contaminated candy 
given by strangers. The Halloween sadist is a myth but it 
is still perpetuated today, and as the defi nition states, it is 
a belief based upon emotion rather than rigorous analy-
sis. People accept myths as accurate knowledge of real-
ity when, in fact, the knowledge is false. 

 The power of research is the ability to dispel myths. 
If someone were to assess the research literature on a 
myth or do their own research, she would fi nd that the 
knowledge based on the myth is wrong. Perceived reality 
is contradicted by the facts developed through research. 
But that does not mean that the myth still doesn’t exist. 
It is important to keep in mind that the perpetuation 
and acceptance of myths by the public, politicians, and 
criminal justice personnel has contributed to the failure 
of criminal justice practices and policies designed to re-
duce crime and improve the operations of the criminal 
justice system. In this section, a detailed example of a 

for granted, but instead relies on research methods 
to discover the truth. In the attempt to generate new 
knowledge, a researcher is skeptical of knowledge that 
is generated by the sources discussed in the prior sec-
tion, and this skepticism leads to the questioning of 
conventional thinking. Through this process, existing 
knowledge claims are discredited, modifi ed, or sub-
stantiated. Research methods provides the researcher 
with the tools necessary to test current knowledge and 
discover new knowledge. 

 Although knowledge developed through research 
methods is by no means perfect and infallible, it is 
defi nitely a more systematic, structured, precise, and 
evidence-based process than the knowledge sources 
previously discussed. However, researchers should not 
dismiss all knowledge from the prior sources discussed, 
because, as mentioned, these sources of knowledge are 
sometimes accurate and certainly have their place in the 
development of knowledge. Researchers should guard 
against an elitist mind-set in which all knowledge, unless 
it is research-based knowledge, is dismissed. 

  To further discuss the importance of research meth-
ods in the development of knowledge, this section will 
discuss myths about crime and criminal justice.  Myths  
are beliefs that are based on emotion rather than rigor-
ous analysis. Take the myth of the Halloween sadist 

 RESEARCH IN THE NEWS 
 The Health Benefi ts of Alcohol Consumption  21   

 The press release from Oregon State University is titled “Beer 
Compound Shows Potent Promise in Prostate Cancer Battle.” 
The press release leads to several newspaper articles through-
out the country written on the preventative nature of drinking 
beer on prostate cancer development with titles such as “Beer 
Protects Your Prostate” and “Beer May Help Men Ward Off 
Prostate Cancer.” By the titles alone, this sounds great; one of 
the main ingredients in beer appears to thwart prostate cancer. 

 The study that generated these headlines was conducted 
by a group of researchers at Oregon State University using cul-
tured cells with purifi ed compounds in a laboratory setting. The 
research showed that xanthohumol, a compound found in hops, 
slowed the growth of prostate cancer cells and also the growth of 
cells that cause enlarged prostates.   But you would have to drink 
more than 17 pints of beer to consume a medically effective dose 
of xanthohumol, which is almost a case of beer. In addition, al-
though the research is promising, further study is necessary to 
determine xanthohumol’s true impact on prostate cancer. 

 These are the types of headlines that people pay at-
tention to and want to believe as true, even if disproven by 
later research. People want to believe that there are health 
benefi ts to alcohol consumption. You have probably heard 
about the health benefi ts of drinking red wine, but here is 
something you should consider. Recently, the University of 
Connecticut released a statement describing an extensive 
research misconduct investigation involving a member of its 
faculty. The investigation was sparked by an anonymous alle-
gation of research irregularities. The comprehensive report of 
the investigation, which totals approximately 60,000 pages, 
concludes that the professor is guilty of 145 counts of fab-
rication and falsifi cation of data. The professor had gained 
international notoriety for his research into the benefi cial 
properties of resveratrol, which is found in red wine, espe-
cially its impact on aging. Obviously, this throws his research 
conclusions, that red wine has a benefi cial impact on the 
aging process, into question. 
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myth about crime, police, courts, and corrections will 
be presented to demonstrate how the myth has been dis-
pelled through research. In addition, several additional 
myths about crime, police, courts, and corrections will 
be briefl y presented. 

  M y t h s  a b o u t  C r i m e — D r u g  U s e r s 
A r e   V i o l e n t 
 The myth of drug users as violent offenders continues 
to be perpetuated by media accounts of violent drug 
users. The public sees drug users as violent offenders 
who commit violent crimes to get money for drugs or 
who commit violent crimes while under the intoxicat-
ing properties of drugs. The public also recognizes the 
violent nature of the drug business with gangs and cartels 
using violence to protect their turf. In May 2012, exten-
sive media attention was given to the case of the Miami 
man who ate the face of a homeless man for an agonizing 
18 minutes until police shot and killed the suspect. The 
police believed that the suspect was high on the street 
drug known as “bath salts.” This horrifi c case defi nitely 
leaves the image in the public’s mind about the relation-
ship between violence and drug use. 

 In recent years, media reports have focused on 
the relationship between methamphetamine use and 
violence; before then it was crack cocaine use and vio-
lence.  22   However, media portrayals regarding the violent 
tendencies of drug users date back to the 1930s and the 
release of  Reefer Madness . In 1985, Goldstein suggested 
that drugs and violence could be related in three differ-
ent ways:  

1.   violence could be the direct result of drug ingestion;  

2.   violence could be a product of the instability of 
drug market activity; and  

3.   violence could be the consequence of people 
 having a compulsive need for drugs or money for 
drugs.  23     

 So, what does the research show? Studies have 
found that homicides related to crack cocaine were usu-
ally the product of the instability of drug market activity 
(i.e., buying and selling drugs can be a violent activity) 
and rarely the result of drug ingestion.  24   After an exten-
sive review of research studies on alcohol, drugs, and 
violence, Parker and Auerhahn concluded, “Despite a 
number of published statements to the contrary, we fi nd 
no signifi cant evidence suggesting that drug use is as-
sociated with violence. There is substantial evidence to 
suggest that alcohol use is signifi cantly associated with 
violence of all kinds.”  25   The reality is not everyone who 
uses drugs becomes violent and users who do become 
violent do not do so every time they use drugs, therefore 
the relationship between violence and drug use is a myth. 

     M y t h s  a b o u t  P o l i c e — F e m a l e  P o l i c e 
O f f i c e r s  D o  N o t  P e r f o r m  a s  W e l l 
a s  M a l e s 
 Female police offi cers still face the myth that they can-
not perform as well as male police offi cers. Throughout 
history, females have faced signifi cant diffi culties even 
becoming police offi cers. In the past, it was common 
for police agencies to require all police applicants to 
meet a minimum height requirement to be considered 
for employment. The minimum height requirement was 
5980 for most agencies, which limited the ability of fe-
males to successfully meet the minimum standards to 
become a police offi cer. Even if women could meet the 
minimum height requirements, they were typically faced 
with a physical-abilities test that emphasized upper body 

MYTHS ABOUT CRIME

Some additional myths about crime that research does not sup-
port include:

• Crime statistics accurately show what crimes are being 
committed and what crimes are most harmful.26

• Most criminals—especially the dangerous ones—are 
mentally ill.27

• White collar crime is only about fi nancial loss and does 
not hurt anyone.28

• Serial murderers are middle-aged, white males.29

• Criminals are signifi cantly different from noncriminals.30

• People are more likely to be a victim of violent crime 
committed by a stranger than by someone they know.31

• Older adults are more likely to be victimized than people 
in any other age group.32

• Sex offender registration protects the public from sexual 
predators.33

• Juvenile crime rates are signifi cantly increasing.34

• Only the most violent juveniles are tried as adults.35
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force. Female offi cers are more capable at calming po-
tentially violent situations through communication, and 
also demonstrate heightened levels of caution. Third, 
female offi cers can help implement community-oriented 
policing. Studies have shown that female offi cers are 
more supportive of the community-policing philosophy 
than are their male counterparts. Fourth, female offi cers 
can improve law enforcement’s response to violence 

strength (e.g., push-ups and bench presses). Women 
failed these tests more often than men, and thus were not 
eligible to be police offi cers. Minimum height require-
ments are no longer used in law enforcement, but the 
perception that female police offi cers are not as good as 
males still exists. Today, the myth that women cannot 
be effective police offi cers is based largely on the belief 
that the need to demonstrate superior physical strength 
is a daily, common occurrence in law enforcement along 
with the belief that police work is routinely dangerous, 
violent, and crime-related.    

   So, what does the research show? On occasion, it 
is useful for police offi cers to be able to overpower sus-
pects by demonstrating superior physical strength, but 
those types of activities are rare in law enforcement. In 
addition, it is fairly rare for a police offi cer to have to 
deal with a dangerous and violent encounter or even an 
incident involving a crime. The Police Services Study 
conducted in the 1970s analyzed 26,418 calls for service 
in three metropolitan areas and found that only 19% of 
calls for service involve crime and only 2% of the total 
calls for service involve violent crime.  36   This research 
study was among the fi rst to assess the types of calls for 
service received by police agencies. 

  Despite the belief that women do not make good 
police offi cers, consistent research fi ndings show that 
women are extremely capable as police offi cers, and in 
some respects, outperform their male counterparts.  44   Re-
search has demonstrated several advantages to the hiring, 
retention, and promotion of women in law enforcement. 
First, female offi cers are as competent as their male 
counterparts. Research does not show any consistent dif-
ferences in how male and female patrol offi cers perform 
their duties. Second, female offi cers are less likely to use 
excessive force. Research has shown that female patrol 
offi cers are less likely to be involved in high-speed pur-
suits, incidents of deadly force, and the use of excessive 

Despite the belief that women do not make good police 

offi cers, research fi ndings show that women are extremely 

capable as police offi cers, and in some respects, outperform 

their male counterparts.

 MYTHS ABOUT POLICE 

 Some additional myths about the police that research does not 
support include:  

   •    Police target minorities for traffi c stops and arrests.  37    
   •    Most crimes are solved through forensic science.  38    
   •    COMPSTAT reduces crime.  39    
   •    Intensive law enforcement efforts at the street level will 

lead to the control of illicit drug use and abuse.  40    

   •    Police work primarily entails responding to crimes in 
progress or crimes that have just occurred.  41    

   •    Police presence reduces crime.  42    
   •    Detectives are most responsible for solving crimes and 

arresting offenders.  43     
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 Third, has research shown that a defendant’s race 
infl uences his or her chance of being sentenced to death? 
Most of the research on the biased nature of the death 
penalty has focused on racial inequities in the sentence. 
Although some research has shown that a defendant’s 
race has an impact on the likelihood of receiving a death 
sentence, a signifi cant amount of research has shown that 
the race of the victim has the most substantial impact 
on death sentences. The research evidence clearly shows 
that offenders who murder white victims are more likely 
to receive a death sentence than offenders who murder 
black victims.  52   When assessing the race of both the vic-
tim and offender, the composition most likely to receive 
the death penalty is when a black offender murders a 
white victim.  53   

    M y t h s  a b o u t  C o r r e c t i o n s —
I m p r i s o n m e n t  I s  t h e  M o s t  S e v e r e 
F o r m  o f  P u n i s h m e n t 
 It seems clear that besides the death penalty, the most se-
vere punishment available in our criminal justice system 
is to lock offenders up in prison. On a continuum, it is 
perceived that sentence severity increases as one moves 
from fi nes, to probation, to intermediate sanctions such 
as boot camps, and fi nally, to incarceration in prison. The 
public and politicians support this perception as well. 

 So, what does the research show? What do criminals 
think is the most severe form of punishment? A growing 
body of research has assessed how convicted offenders 
perceive and experience the severity of sentences in our 
criminal justice system.  61   Research suggests that alterna-
tives to incarceration in prison (i.e., probation and inter-
mediate sanctions) are perceived by many offenders as 
more severe due to a greater risk of program failure (e.g., 
probation revocation). In comparison, serving prison 
time is easier.  62   

against women. Studies have shown that female offi cers 
are more patient and understanding in handling domestic 
violence calls, and female victims of domestic violence 
are more likely to provide positive evaluations of female 
offi cers than their male counterparts.  45    

  M y t h s  a b o u t  C o u r t s — T h e  D e a t h 
P e n a l t y  I s  A d m i n i s t e r e d  F a i r l y 
 According to a recent Gallup poll, 52% of Americans say 
the death penalty is applied fairly in the United States, 
the lowest mark in almost 40 years.  46   The issue of fair-
ness and the death penalty typically concerns whether 
the punishment is equally imposed on offenders who are 
equally deserving based on legal factors (i.e., similar of-
fense, similar prior criminal history, similar aggravating 
circumstances, and similar mitigating circumstances).  47   
Unfairness can be shown if similarly situated offenders 
are more or less likely to receive death sentences based 
on age, gender, and race. 

 So, what does the research show? First, has re-
search shown that a defendant’s age infl uences his or 
her chances of being sentenced to death? A study of 
about 5,000 homicides, controlling for legally relevant 
variables, found that defendants over the age of 25 were 
more than twice as likely to receive the death penalty in 
comparison to those 25 years of age or younger.  48   

 Second, has research shown that a defendant’s gen-
der infl uences his or her chance of being sentenced to 
death? Capital punishment is almost exclusively reserved 
for male defendants. On December 31, 2010, there were 
3,158 prisoners under a sentence of death in the United 
States: 58 were women, or 1.8%.  49   However, women ac-
count for 10–12% of all murders in the United States.  50   
One research study found that male defendants were 2.6 
times more likely than females to receive a death sen-
tence after controlling for legally relevant factors.  51   

 MYTHS ABOUT COURTS 

 Some additional myths about courts that research does not 
support include:  

   •    Many criminals escape justice because of the exclusion-
ary rule.  54    

   •    Subjecting juvenile offenders to harsh punishments can 
reduce crime committed by juveniles.  55    

   •    Public opinion is overwhelmingly in favor of imprison-
ment and harsh punishment for offenders.  56    

   •    The death penalty brings closure and a sense of justice 
to the family and friends of murder victims.  57    

   •    Insanity is a common verdict in criminal courts in the 
United States.  58    

   •    Eyewitness identifi cation is reliable evidence.  59    
   •    Most people who commit crimes based on hatred, bias, 

or discrimination face hate crime charges and longer 
sentencing.  60     
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and relevant procedures for conducting research. Re-
search methods provide the tools necessary to approach 
issues in criminal justice from a rigorous standpoint 
and challenge opinions based solely on nonscientifi c 
observations and experiences. Similarly,  research  is 
the scientifi c investigation of an issue, problem, or sub-
ject utilizing research methods. Research is a means of 
knowledge development that is designed to assist in dis-
covering answers to research questions and leads to the 
creation of new questions. 

  H o w  I s  K n o w l e d g e  D e v e l o p m e n t 
t h r o u g h  R e s e a r c h  D i f f e r e n t ? 
 Previously, sources of knowledge development were 
discussed including authority, tradition, common sense, 
personal experience, and media portrayals. The prob-
lems generated by each knowledge source were also 
discussed. Research is another source of knowledge 
development, but it is different than those previously 
discussed in several ways. First, research relies on logi-
cal and systematic methods and observations to answer 
questions. Researchers use systematic, well-established 
research practices to seek answers to their questions. 
The methods and observations are completed in such 
a way that others can inspect and assess the methods 
and observations and offer feedback and criticism. Re-
searchers develop, refi ne, and report their understanding 
of crime and the criminal justice system more system-
atically than the public does through casual observa-
tion. Those who conduct scientifi c research employ 
much more rigorous methods to gather the information/
knowledge they are seeking. 

 For example, one study found that about one-third of 
nonviolent offenders given the option of participating in 
an Intensive Supervision Probation (ISP) program, chose 
prison instead because the prospects of working every 
day and submitting to random drug tests was more puni-
tive than serving time in prison.  63   Prisoners also stated 
that they would likely be caught violating probation con-
ditions (i.e., high risk of program failure) and be sent 
to prison anyway.  64   In another research study involving 
survey responses from 415 inmates serving a brief prison 
sentence for a nonviolent crime, prison was considered 
the eighth most severe sanction, with only community 
service and probation seen as less punitive. Electronic 
monitoring (seventh), intensive supervision probation 
(sixth), halfway house (fi fth), intermittent incarceration 
(fourth), day reporting (third), county jail (second), and 
boot camp (fi rst) were all rated by inmates as more se-
vere sanctions than prison.  65   

      WHAT IS RESEARCH AND WHY IS IT 
IMPORTANT TO BE AN INFORMED 
CONSUMER OF RESEARCH? 

  We probably should have started the chapter with the 
question “What is research?” but we wanted to initially 
lay a foundation for the question with a discussion of 
the problems with how knowledge is developed and the 
power of research in discovering the truth.  Research 
methods  are tools that allow criminology and criminal 
justice researchers to systematically study crime and the 
criminal justice system. The study of research methods 
is the study of the basic rules, appropriate techniques, 

 MYTHS ABOUT CORRECTIONS 

 Some additional myths about corrections that research does 
not support include:  

   •    Punishing criminals reduces crime.  66    
   •    Prisons are too lenient in their day-to-day operations 

(prisons as country clubs).  67    
   •    Prisons can be self-supporting if only prisoners were 

forced to work.  68    
   •    Private prisons are more cost effective than state-run 

prisons.  69    
   •    Focus of community corrections is rehabilitation rather 

than punishment.  70    

   •    Correctional rehabilitation does not work.  71    
   •    Drug offenders are treated leniently by the criminal jus-

tice system.  72    
   •    Most death row inmates will be executed eventually.  73    
   •    If correctional sanctions are severe enough, people will 

think twice about committing crimes.  74    
   •    Sexual violence against and exploitation of inmates of 

the same gender are primarily the result of lack of het-
erosexual opportunities.  75     
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16 Applied Research Methods in Criminal Justice and Criminology

decisions. As well as possible, research ensures that our 
decisions are based on data and not on an arbitrary or 
personal basis. Third, it allows for the objective assess-
ment of programs. Fourth, it has often been the source of 
innovation within criminal justice agencies. Fifth, it can 
be directly relevant to criminal justice practice and have 
a signifi cant impact on criminal justice operations. 

 Before we apply research results to practices in 
the criminal justice system, and before we even accept 
those research results as reasonable, we need to be able 
to know whether or not they are worthwhile. In other 
words, should we believe the results of the study? Re-
search has its own limitations, so we need to evaluate 
research results and the methods used to produce them, 
and we do so through critical evaluation. Critical evalu-
ation involves identifying both positive and negative as-
pects of the research study—both the good and the bad. 
Critical evaluation involves comparing the methodology 
used in the research with the standards established in re-
search methods. 

 Through critical evaluation, consumers of research 
break studies down into their essential elements. What 
are the research questions and hypotheses? What were 
the independent and dependent variables? What research 
design was used? Was probability sampling used? What 
data-gathering procedures were employed? What type of 
data analysis was conducted and what conclusions were 
made? These are some of the questions that are asked 
by informed consumers of research. The evaluation of 
research ranges from the manner in which one obtains an 
idea to the ways in which one writes about the research 
results, and understanding each step in the research pro-
cess is useful in our attempts to consume research con-
ducted by others. Located between these two activities 
are issues concerning ethics, sampling, research design, 
data analyses, and interpretations. 

 The research design and procedures are typically 
the most critically evaluated aspects of research and will 
likewise receive the greatest amount of attention in this 
text. Informed consumers of research don’t just take the 
results of a research study at face value because the study 
is in an academic journal or written by someone with 
a Ph.D. Instead, informed consumers critically evaluate 
research. Taking what is learned throughout this text, 
critical evaluation of research is covered in Chapter 8, 
and upon completing this text, it is hoped that you will 
be an informed consumer of research and will put your 
research knowledge to use throughout your career. 

 Although many students will never undertake their 
own research, all will be governed by policies based upon 

 Second, in order to prove that a research fi nding is 
correct, a researcher must be able to replicate the fi nding 
using the same methods. Only through replication can 
we have confi dence in our original fi nding. For research-
ers, it may be important to replicate fi ndings many times 
over so that we are assured our original fi nding was not 
a coincidence or chance occurrence. The Minneapolis 
Domestic Violence Experiment is an example of this 
and will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5. In the ex-
periment, the researchers found that arrests for domestic 
violence lead to fewer repeat incidences in comparison 
to separation of the people involved and mediation. Five 
replication studies were conducted and none were able 
to replicate the fi ndings in the Minneapolis study. In fact, 
three of the replications found that those arrested for do-
mestic violence had higher levels of continued domestic 
violence, so arrest did not have the deterrent effect found 
in the Minneapolis study. 

 Third, research is objective. Objectivity indicates a 
neutral and nonbiased perspective when conducting re-
search. Although there are examples to the contrary, the 
researcher should not have a vested interest in what fi nd-
ings are discovered from the research. The researcher is 
expected to remain objective and report the fi ndings of 
the study regardless of whether the fi ndings support their 
personal opinion or agenda. In addition, research ensures 
objectivity by allowing others to examine and be criti-
cal of the methodology, fi ndings, and results of research 
studies. 

 It should be clear that using research methods to an-
swer questions about crime and the criminal justice sys-
tem will greatly reduce the errors in the development of 
knowledge previously discussed. For example, research 
methods reduces the likelihood of overgeneralization by 
using systematic procedures for selecting individuals or 
groups to study that are representative of the individuals 
or groups that we wish to generalize. This is the topic of 
Chapter 3, which covers sampling procedures. In addi-
tion, research methods reduces the risk of selective ob-
servation by requiring that we measure and observe our 
research subjects systematically.  

  B e i n g  a n  I n f o r m e d  C o n s u m e r  o f 
R e s e a r c h 
 Criminal justice and criminological research is impor-
tant for several reasons. First, it can provide better and 
more objective information. Second, it can promote bet-
ter decision-making. Today, more than ever, we live in 
a world driven by data and in which there is an increas-
ing dependence on the assessment of data when making 
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17Chapter 1 The Importance of Research Methods and Becoming an Informed Consumer of Research

answer the research question. This sequential process is 
one of the advantages of understanding research meth-
ods, because once you understand the process, you can 
apply that process to any research question that interests 
you. In addition, research methods are the same across 
disciplines. So, sampling is the same in business as it is 
in health education and as it is in criminal justice. Cer-
tainly the use of a particular method will be more com-
mon in one discipline in comparison to another, but the 
protocol for implementing the method to complete the 
research study is the same. For example, fi eld research 
(discussed in Chapter 6) is used much more frequently 
in anthropology than in criminal justice. However, the 
research protocol to implement fi eld research is the same 
whether you are studying an indigenous Indian tribe in 
South America in anthropology or a group of heroin 
users in St. Louis in criminal justice. 

 Some authors have presented the research process 
as a wheel or circle, with no specifi c beginning or end. 
Typically, the research process begins with the selection 
of a research problem and the development of research 
questions or hypotheses (discussed further in Chapter 2). 
It is common for the results of previous research to gen-
erate new research questions and hypotheses for the re-
searcher. This suggests that research is cyclical, a vibrant 
and continuous process. When a research study answers 
one question, the result is often the generation of addi-
tional questions, which plunges the researcher right back 
into the research process to complete additional research 
to answer these new questions. 

 In this section, a brief overview of the research pro-
cess will be presented. The chapters that follow address 
various aspects of the research process, but it is critical 
that you keep in mind the overall research process as 
you read this book, which is why is it presented here. 
Although you will probably not be expected to conduct 
a research study on your own, it is important for an edu-
cated consumer of research to understand the steps in the 
research process. The steps are presented in chronologi-
cal order and appear neatly ordered. In practice, the re-
searcher can go back and forth between the steps in the 
research process. 

  S t e p  1 :  S e l e c t  a  T o p i c  a n d  C o n d u c t  a 
L i t e r a t u r e  R e v i e w 
 The fi rst step in the research process is typically the 
identifi cation of a problem or topic that the researcher 
is interested in studying. Research topics can arise from 
a wide variety of sources including the fi ndings of a 
current study, a question that a criminal justice agency 

research and exposed to research fi ndings in their cho-
sen professional positions. Most government agencies, 
including the criminal justice system, as well as private 
industry, routinely rely on data analysis. Criminal justice 
students employed with these agencies will be challenged 
if not prepared for quantitative tasks. Unfortunately, it is 
not unusual to fi nd students as well as professionals in 
criminal justice who are unable to fully understand re-
search reports and journal articles in their own fi eld. 

 Beyond our criminal justice careers, we are all ex-
posed to and use research to help us understand issues 
and to make personal decisions. For example, we know 
that cigarette smoking causes lung cancer and has other 
signifi cant health impacts, so we don’t smoke. Your doc-
tor tells you that your cholesterol is too high and you need 
to limit your red meat intake because research shows that 
consumption of red meat raises cholesterol; so, you quit 
eating red meat. That is why not all the examples in this 
text are criminal justice research examples. Some come 
from the medical fi eld while others come from psychol-
ogy and other disciplines. This is to remind you that you 
are probably exposed to much more research than you 
thought on day one of this class. 

 Overall, knowledge of research methods will allow 
you to more appropriately consider and consume infor-
mation that is important to your career in criminal jus-
tice. It will help you better understand the process of 
asking and answering a question systematically and be 
a better consumer of the kind of information that you re-
ally need to be the best criminal justice professional you 
can. Once familiar with research methods, your anxiety 
about reviewing technical reports and research fi ndings 
can be minimized. As discussed in the next section, re-
search methods involve a process and once you under-
stand the process, you can apply your knowledge to any 
research study, even those in other disciplines.    

  THE RESEARCH PROCESS 

  One of the nice things about studying research methods 
is it is about learning a process. Research methods can be 
seen as a sequential process with the fi rst step being fol-
lowed by the second step, and so on. There are certainly 
times when the order of the steps may be modifi ed, but 
researchers typically follow the same process for each 
research study they complete regardless of the research 
topic (as depicted in Figure 2.1 in Chapter 2). Very sim-
ply, a research problem or question is identifi ed, and a 
methodology is selected, developed, and implemented to 
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18 Applied Research Methods in Criminal Justice and Criminology

measured. For example, in Step 3, the variables were 
music preference and violent delinquency. The pro-
cess of operationalization involves determining how 
music preference and violent delinquency will be 
measured. Operationalization is further discussed in 
Chapter 2.  

  S t e p  5 :  D e v e l o p  t h e  R e s e a r c h  P l a n 
a n d  M e t h o d o l o g y 
 The next step is to develop the methodology that 
will be employed to answer the research questions 
and test the hypotheses. The research methodology 
is the blueprint for the study, which outlines how the 
research is to be conducted. The research questions 
will determine the appropriate methodology for the 
study. The research design selected should be driven 
by the research questions asked. In other words, the 
research questions dictate the methods used to answer 
them. The methodology is basically a research plan 
on how the research questions will be answered and 
will detail:  

1.   What group, subjects, or population will be stud-
ied and selected? Sampling will be discussed in 
Chapter 3.  

3.   What research design will be used to collect data 
to answer the research questions? Various research 
designs will be covered in Chapters 4–7.   

 You need to have familiarity with all research de-
signs so that you can become an educated consumer 
of research. A survey cannot answer all research ques-
tions, so knowing a lot about surveys but not other re-
search designs will not serve you well as you assess 
research studies. There are several common designs 
used in criminal justice and criminology research. Brief 
descriptions of several common research designs are 
presented below, but each is discussed in detail in later 
chapters.  

  Survey Research    Survey research  is one of the most 
common research designs employed in criminal justice 
research. It obtains data directly from research partici-
pants by asking them questions and is often conducted 
through self-administered questionnaires and personal 
interviews. For example, a professor might have her stu-
dents complete a survey during class to understand the 
relationship between drug use and self-esteem. Survey 
research is discussed in Chapter 4.  

needs to have answered, or the result of intellectual cu-
riosity. Once the researcher has identifi ed a particular 
problem or topic, the researcher assesses the current 
state of the literature related to the problem or topic. 
The researcher will often spend a considerable amount 
of time in determining what the existing literature has to 
say about the topic. Has the topic already been studied 
to the point that the questions in which the researcher 
is interested have been suffi ciently answered? If so, can 
the researcher approach the subject from a previously 
unexamined perspective? Many times, research top-
ics have been previously explored but not brought to 
completion. If this is the case, it is certainly reasonable 
to examine the topic again. It is even appropriate to rep-
licate a previous study to determine whether the fi nd-
ings reported in the prior research continue to be true in 
different settings with different participants. This step 
in the research process is also discussed in Chapter 2.  

  S t e p  2 :  D e v e l o p  a  R e s e a r c h  Q u e s t i o n 
 After a topic has been identifi ed and a comprehensive lit-
erature review has been completed on the topic, the next 
step is the development of a research question or ques-
tions. The research question marks the beginning of your 
research study and is critical to the remaining steps in the 
research process. The research question determines the 
research plan and methodology that will be employed 
in the study, the data that will be collected, and the data 
analysis that will be performed. Basically, the remaining 
steps in the process are completed in order to answer the 
research question or questions established in this step. 
The development of research questions is discussed in 
more detail in Chapter 2.  

  S t e p  3 :  D e v e l o p  a  H y p o t h e s i s 
 After the research questions have been established, the 
next step is the formulation of  hypotheses,  which are 
statements about the expected relationship between two 
 variables . For example, a hypothesis may state that there 
is no relationship between heavy metal music prefer-
ence and violent delinquency. The two variables stated 
in the hypothesis are music preference and violent de-
linquency. Hypothesis development is discussed in more 
detail in Chapter 2.  

  S t e p  4 :  O p e r a t i o n a l i z e  C o n c e p t s 
  Operationalization  involves the process of giving 
the concepts in your study a working defi nition and 
determining how each concept in your study will be 
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19Chapter 1 The Importance of Research Methods and Becoming an Informed Consumer of Research

the characteristics of the offender and victim in the true 
crime books match reality as depicted in the FBI’s Sup-
plemental Homicide Reports. Content analysis is dis-
cussed in Chapter 7. 

 Despite the options these designs offer, other 
research designs are available and will be discussed 
later in the text. Ultimately, the design used will de-
pend on the nature of the study and the research ques-
tions asked.  

  S t e p  6 :  E x e c u t e  t h e  R e s e a r c h  P l a n 
a n d  C o l l e c t  D a t a 
 The next step in the research process is the collection 
of the data based on the research design developed. 
For example, if a survey is developed to study the rela-
tionship between gang membership and violent delin-
quency, the distribution and collection of surveys from 
a group of high school students would occur in this 
step. Data collection is discussed in several chapters 
throughout this text.  

  S t e p  7 :  A n a l y z e  D a t a 
 After the data have been collected, the next phase 
in the research process involves analyzing the data 
through various and appropriate statistical techniques. 
The most common means for data analysis today is 
through the use of a computer and statistically oriented 
software. Data analysis and statistics are discussed in 
Chapter 9.  

  S t e p  8 :  R e p o r t  F i n d i n g s ,  R e s u l t s , 
a n d   L i m i t a t i o n s 
 Reporting and interpreting the results of the study is the 
fi nal step in the research process. The fi ndings and re-
sults of the study can be communicated through reports, 
journals, books, or computer presentations. At this step, 
the results are reported and the research questions are an-
swered. In addition, an assessment is made regarding the 
support or lack of support for the hypotheses tested. It is 
also at this stage that the researcher can pose additional 
research questions that may now need to be answered as 
a result of the research study. In addition, the limitations 
of the study will be described by the researcher as well as 
the impact the limitations may have on the results of the 
study. All research has limitations, so it is incumbent on 
the researcher to identify those limitations for the reader. 
The process of assessing the quality of research will be 
discussed in Chapter 8.    

  Experimental Design    Experimental designs  are used 
when researchers are interested in determining whether 
a program, policy, practice, or intervention is effective. 
For example, a researcher may use an experimental de-
sign to determine if boot camps are effective at reducing 
juvenile delinquency. Experimental design is discussed 
in Chapter 5.  

  Field Research    Field research  involves researchers 
studying individuals or groups of individuals in their 
natural environment. The researcher is observing closely 
or acting as part of the group under study and is able to 
describe in depth not only the subject’s behaviors, but 
also consider the motivations which drive those behav-
iors. For example, if a researcher wanted to learn more 
about gangs and their activities, he may “hang out” with 
a gang in order to observe their behavior. Field research 
is discussed in Chapter 6.  

  Case Studies   A  case study  is an in-depth analysis 
of one or a few illustrative cases. This design allows 
the story behind an individual, a particular offender, 
to be told and then information from cases studies can 
be extrapolated to a larger group. Often these studies 
require the review and analysis of documents such as 
police reports and court records and interviews with 
the offender and others. For example, a researcher may 
explore the life history of a serial killer to try and un-
derstand why the offender killed. Case studies are dis-
cussed in Chapter 6.  

  Secondary Data Analysis    Secondary data  analysis  
occurs when researchers obtain and reanalyze data 
which was originally collected for a different purpose. 
This can include reanalyzing data collected from a prior 
research study, using criminal justice agency records to 
answer a research question, or historical research. For 
example, a researcher using secondary data analysis may 
analyze inmate fi les from a nearby prison to understand 
the relationship between custody level assignment and 
disciplinary violations inside prison. Secondary data 
analysis is discussed in Chapter 7.  

  Content Analysis    Content analysis  requires the as-
sessment of content contained in mass communication 
outlets such as newspapers, television, magazines, and 
the like. In this research design, documents, publica-
tions, or presentations are reviewed and analyzed. For 
example, a researcher utilizing content analysis might 
review true crime books involving murder to see how 
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20 Applied Research Methods in Criminal Justice and Criminology

a police offi cer. The survey instrument consisted of ques-
tions to assess the length of time to respond to a call and 
the outcome of the call (i.e., arrest). Over 1,100 surveys 
were completed. Second, a follow-up survey was mailed 
to citizens whom the police had contacted during their 
response. These surveys asked questions to assess citizen 
satisfaction with response time and outcome. Over 425 
of these surveys were returned. 

 The data collected during the study showed that re-
sponse time did not determine whether or not the police 
made an arrest or recovered stolen property. This was the 
most surprising fi nding from the study because it chal-
lenged one of the basic underlying principles of police 
patrol. Researchers attributed the lack of signifi cance to 
the fact that most citizens waited before calling the po-
lice. Rapid response simply did not matter in situations 
where citizens delayed in reporting the crime. 

 Rapid response time was not only believed to be im-
portant in determining the outcome of a response (i.e., 
more likely to lead to an arrest), it was also considered an 
important predictor of citizen satisfaction. Data from the 
study showed that when the police arrived sooner than 
expected, citizens were more satisfi ed with response 
time. However, subsequent research has shown that citi-
zens are also satisfi ed with a delayed response as long as 
the dispatcher sets a reasonable expectation for when the 
patrol offi cer will arrive. Response time was also the best 
predictor of how satisfi ed a citizen was with the respond-
ing offi cer. It was further revealed that citizens became 
dissatisfi ed with the police when they were not informed 
of the outcome (i.e., someone was arrested). Again, these 
fi ndings indicate the need for dispatchers and patrol offi -
cers to communicate with complainants regarding when 
they should expect an offi cer to arrive and the outcome 
of the call. 

 Based on the results of the response time study, 
the researchers concluded that rapid response was not 
as important as police administrators had thought. 
Response time was not related to an offi cer’s ability 
to make an arrest or recover stolen property.   Results 
from the response time study challenged traditional 
beliefs about the allocation of patrol in our communi-
ties. Based on tradition knowledge, as previously dis-
cussed, rapidly responding to calls for service is what 
the police had always done since they started using 
patrol vehicles. In addition, common sense, as previ-
ously discussed, played a role in the practice of rapid 
response to calls for service; it just made sense that if 
a patrol offi cer arrives sooner, she will be more likely 
to make an arrest. 

  RESEARCH IN ACTION: IMPACTING 
CRIMINAL JUSTICE OPERATIONS 

  Research in the criminal justice system has had signifi -
cant impacts on its operations. The following sections 
provide an example of research that has signifi cantly im-
pacted each of the three main components of the crimi-
nal justice system: police, courts, and corrections. The 
purpose of this section is to demonstrate that research 
has aided the positive development and progression of 
the criminal justice system. 

  P o l i c e  R e s e a r c h  E x a m p l e   7 6   
 The efforts of criminal justice researchers in policing 
have been important and have created the initial and 
critical foundation necessary for the further develop-
ment of effective and productive law enforcement. One 
seminal study asked: How important is it for the police 
to respond quickly when a citizen calls? The importance 
of rapid response was conveyed in a 1973 National Com-
mission on Productivity Report despite the fact that there 
was very little empirical evidence upon which to base 
this assumption. In fact, the Commission stated “there 
is no defi nitive relationship between response time and 
deterrence, but professional judgment and logic do sug-
gest that the two are related in a strong enough manner 
to make more rapid response important.”  77   Basically the 
Commission members were stating that we don’t have 
any research evidence that response times are impor-
tant, but we “know” that they are. Police departments 
allocated substantial resources to the patrol function and 
deployed offi cers in an effort to improve response time 
through the use of the 9-1-1 telephone number, com-
puter-assisted dispatch, and beat assignment systems. 
Offi cers were typically assigned to a patrol beat. When 
the offi cers were not answering calls for service, they re-
mained in their assigned beats so they could immediately 
respond to an emergency. 

 The data for the project were collected as part of 
a larger experiment on preventive patrol carried out in 
Kansas City, Missouri between October 1972 and Sep-
tember 1973.  78   To determine the impact of response 
time, researchers speculated that the following variables 
would be infl uenced by response time: 1) the outcome of 
the response, 2) citizen satisfaction with response time, 
and 3) citizen satisfaction with the responding offi cer. 
Several data sources were used in the study. First, sur-
veys were completed after all citizen-initiated calls (ex-
cluding automobile accidents) that involved contact with 
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21Chapter 1 The Importance of Research Methods and Becoming an Informed Consumer of Research

 At the time of Simon’s 1967 study, most courts 
across the country still followed the  M’Naghten  rule. 
Questions arose, however, regarding whether juries dif-
fered in their understanding of  M’Naghten  versus  Dur-
ham  and, in turn, whether this resulted in differences 
in their ability to make informed decisions regarding 
criminal responsibility in cases involving the insanity 
defense. The study was designed to determine the ef-
fect of different legal rules on jurors’ decision-making 
in cases where the defense was insanity. There was a 
question of whether there was a difference between the 
rules to the extent that jurors understood each rule and 
could capably apply it. 

 Simon conducted an experimental study on jury de-
liberations in cases where the only defense was insan-
ity.  81   Utilizing a mock jury approach, Simon took the 
transcripts of two actual trials with one refl ecting the use 
of the  M’Naghten  rule and the other the  Durham  rule. 
Both cases were renamed and the transcripts were edited 
to constitute a trial of 60–90 minutes in length. These 
edited transcripts were then recorded, with University 
of Chicago Law School faculty as the attorneys, judges, 
and witnesses involved in each case. Groups of 12 jurors 
listened to each trial with instruction provided at the end 
regarding the particular rule of law ( M’Naghten  or  Dur-
ham ) for determining criminal responsibility. Each juror 
submitted a written statement with his or her initial deci-
sion on the case before jury deliberations, and the jury’s 
fi nal decision after deliberation was also reported. 

 Simon found signifi cant differences in the verdicts 
across the two groups ( M’Naghten  rule applied and 
 Durham  rule applied) even when the case was the same. 
For the  M’Naghten  version of the case, the psychiatrists 
stated that the defendant was mentally ill yet knew right 
from wrong during the crime. These statements/instruc-
tions should have led to a guilty verdict on the part of 
the mock jury. As expected, the  M’Naghten  juries deliv-
ered guilty verdicts in 19 of the 20 trials, with one hung 
jury. For the  Durham  version of the case, the psychia-
trists stated that the crime resulted from the defendant’s 
mental illness, which should have lead to acquittal. 
However, the defendant was acquitted in only fi ve of the 
26  Durham  trials. Twenty-six groups of 12 jurors were 
exposed to the  Durham  version of the trial and the case 
was the same each time. Simon interpreted these results 
as suggesting that jurors were unambiguous in their in-
terpretations and applications of  M’Naghten  (due to the 
consistency in guilty verdicts), but they were less clear 
on the elements of  Durham  and how to apply it (refl ected 
by the mix of guilty, not guilty, and hung verdicts).  82   

 Prior to the research, police departments operated 
under the assumption that rapid response was a crucial 
factor in the ability of an offi cer to solve a crime and an 
important predictor of citizen satisfaction. In response to 
the research on rapid response, many police departments 
changed the way they responded to calls for service. 
Many departments adopted a  differential police re-
sponse  approach. Differential police response protocols 
allow police departments to prioritize calls and rapidly 
dispatch an offi cer only when an immediate response is 
needed (i.e., crimes in progress). For crimes in progress, 
rapid response is critical and may reduce the injuries sus-
tained by the victim as well, but these emergency calls 
usually account for less that 2% of all 9-1-1 calls for po-
lice service. For nonemergency calls, an offi cer is either 
dispatched at a later time when the offi cer is available or 
a report is taken over the phone or through some other 
means. Differential police response has been shown to 
save departments money and give patrol offi cers more 
time to engage in community oriented and proactive po-
licing activities. The benefi ts for a department are not 
at the expense of the public. In fact, a study by Robert 
Worden found a high degree of citizen satisfaction with 
differential police response.  79    

  C o u r t s  R e s e a r c h  E x a m p l e   8 0   
 Research on the courts component of the criminal justice 
system, while far from complete, has produced direct 
 effects on the operations of the criminal justice system.  
 The study reviewed in this section asked the following 
research question: Are jurors able to understand differ-
ent legal rules for establishing a defendant’s criminal 
responsibility? The study described below explored the 
issue of criminal responsibility as it applies to the insan-
ity defense in the United States. For several years, the 
 M’Naghten  rule was the legal rule applied in all courts of 
the United States. Under  M’Naghten , criminal responsi-
bility was absent when the offender did not understand 
the nature of his actions due to failure to distinguish 
“right” from “wrong.” This is known as the “right/wrong 
test” for criminal responsibility. The case of  Durham v. 
United States  was heard in the U.S. Court of Appeals for 
the District of Columbia and offered an alternative test 
for criminal responsibility and insanity. The legal rule 
emerging from  Durham  was that criminal responsibility 
was absent if the offense was a product of mental disease 
or defect. This ruling provided psychiatrists with a more 
important role at trial because of the requirement that 
the behavior be linked to a mental disorder which only a 
psychiatrist could offi cially determine. 
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 WHAT RESEARCH SHOWS: IMPACTING CRIMINAL JUSTICE OPERATIONS 
 The Punishment Cost of Being Young, Black, and Male 

 Steffensmeier, Ulmer, and Kramer  83   hypothesized that African 
Americans overall were not likely to be treated more harshly 
than white defendants by the courts because it was only particu-
lar subgroups of minority defendants that fi t with court actor’s 
stereotypes of “more dangerous” offenders. In particular, they 
argued that younger African American males not only fulfi lled 
this stereotype more than any other age, race, and gender com-
bination, they were also more likely to be perceived by judges as 
being able to handle incarceration better than other subgroups. 

 In order to test their hypotheses, the researchers exam-
ined sentencing data from Pennsylvania spanning four years 
(1989–1992). Almost 139,000 cases were examined. The sen-
tences they examined included whether a convicted defendant 
was incarcerated in prison or jail, and the length of incar-
ceration in prison or jail. The researchers found that offense 
severity and prior record were the most important predictors 
of whether a convicted defendant was incarcerated and the 
length of incarceration. The authors found that the highest 
likelihood of incarceration and the longest sentences for males 
were distributed to African Americans aged 18–29 years. Their 
analysis of females revealed that white females were much 

less likely than African American females to be incarcerated, 
regardless of the age group examined. Taken altogether, the 
analysis revealed that African American males aged 18–29 
years maintained the highest odds of incarceration and the lon-
gest sentences relative to any other race, sex, and age group. 

 Overall, this research showed that judges focused primar-
ily on legal factors (offense severity and prior record) when de-
termining the sentences of convicted offenders. These are the 
factors we expect judges to consider when making sentencing 
decisions. However, the research also found that judges base 
their decisions in part on extralegal factors, particularly the in-
teraction of a defendant’s age, race, and gender. This research 
expanded our knowledge beyond the impact of singular fac-
tors on sentencing to expose the interaction effects of several 
variables (race, gender, and age). Court personnel are aware of 
these interaction effects based on this study, and others that 
followed, as well as their personal experiences in the criminal 
justice system. Identifi cation and recognition of inequities in 
our justice system (in this case that young, African American 
males are punished more severely in our justice system) is the 
fi rst step in mitigating this inequity. 

 After Simon’s study, most states rejected the  Dur-
ham  test. Recall her fi nding that the  Durham  rule pro-
duced inconsistent verdicts. She interpreted this fi nding 
as  Durham  was no better than providing no guidance to 
jurors on how to decide the issue of insanity. The obser-
vation helped to fuel arguments against the use of  Dur-
ham , which, in turn, contributed to its demise as a legal 
rule. Today, only New Hampshire uses a version of the 
 Durham  rule in insanity cases. 

         C o r r e c t i o n s  R e s e a r c h  E x a m p l e   8 4   
 Although the research in corrections is far from com-
plete, it has contributed greatly to the development of 
innovative programs and the professional development 
of correctional personnel. The contributions of academic 
and policy-oriented research can be seen across the whole 
range of correctional functions from pretrial services 
through probation, institutional corrections, and parole. 

 Rehabilitation remained the goal of our correctional 
system until the early 1970s, when the effi cacy of rehabili-
tation was questioned. Violent crime was on the rise and 
many politicians placed the blame on the criminal justice 
system. Some believed the system was too lenient on of-
fenders. Interest in researching the effectiveness of correc-
tional treatment remained low until 1974 when an article 

written by Robert Martinson and published in  Public In-
terest  titled “What Works? Questions and Answers about 
Prison Reform” generated enormous political and public 
attention to the effectiveness of correctional treatment.  85   

 Over a six-month period, Martinson and his col-
leagues reviewed all of the existing literature on correc-
tional treatment published in English from 1945 to 1967. 
Each of the articles was evaluated according to tradi-
tional standards of social science research. Only studies 
that utilized an experimental design, included a suffi cient 
sample size, and could be replicated were selected for re-
view. A total of 231 studies examining a variety of differ-
ent types of treatment were chosen including educational 
and vocational training, individual and group counsel-
ing, therapeutic milieus, medical treatment, differences 
in length and type of incarceration, and community cor-
rections. All of the treatment studies included at least 
one measure of offender recidivism, such as whether or 
not offenders were rearrested or violated their parole. 
The recidivism measures were used to examine the suc-
cess or failure of a program in terms of reducing crime. 

 After reviewing all 231 studies, Martinson reported 
that there was no consistent evidence that correctional 
treatment reduced recidivism. Specifi cally, he wrote, “with 
few and isolated exceptions, the rehabilitative efforts that 
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have been reported so far have had no appreciable effect 
on recidivism.”  86   Martinson further indicated that the lack 
of empirical support for correctional treatment could be 
a consequence of poorly implemented programs. If the 
quality of the programs were improved, the results may 
have proved more favorable, but this conclusion was for 
the most part ignored by the media and policy-makers. 

 Martinson’s report became commonly referred to 
as “nothing works” and was subsequently used as the 
defi nitive study detailing the failures of rehabilitation. 
The article had implications beyond questioning whether 
or not specifi c types of correctional treatment reduced 
recidivism. The entire philosophy of rehabilitation was 
now in doubt because of Martinson’s conclusion that 
“our present strategies . . . cannot overcome, or even ap-
preciably reduce, the powerful tendencies of offenders to 
continue in criminal behavior.”  87   

 Martinson’s article provided policy makers the evi-
dence to justify spending cuts on rehabilitative programs. 
Furthermore, it allowed politicians to respond to growing 
concerns about crime with punitive, get-tough strategies. 
States began implementing strict mandatory sentences 
that resulted in more criminals being sent to prison and 
for longer periods of time. Over the next several years, 
Martinson’s article was used over and over to support 
abandoning efforts to treat offenders until rehabilitation 
became virtually nonexistent in our correctional system.      

What does research show regarding the punishment risks of 

young black males?

  C H A P T E R  S U M M A R Y 

 This chapter began with a discussion of sources of 
knowledge development and the problems with each. To 
depict the importance of research methods in knowledge 
development, myths about crime and the criminal justice 
system were reviewed along with research studies that 
have dispelled myths. As the introductory chapter in this 
text, this chapter also provided an overview of the steps 
in the research process from selecting a topic and con-
ducting a literature review at the beginning of a research 

study to reporting fi ndings, results, and limitations at the 
end of the study. Examples of actual research studies in 
the areas of police, courts, and corrections were also pro-
vided in this chapter to demonstrate the research process 
in action and to illustrate how research has signifi cantly 
impacted practices within the criminal justice system. In 
addition, this chapter demonstrated the critical impor-
tance of becoming an informed consumer of research in 
both your personal and professional lives. 

  C R I T I C A L  T H I N K I N G  Q U E S T I O N S  

  1.   What are the primary sources of knowledge devel-
opment and what are the problems with each?  

  2.   How is knowledge developed through research 
methods different from other sources of knowledge?  

  3.   What myths about crime and criminal justice have 
been dispelled through research? Give an example 
of a research study that dispelled a myth.  

  4.   Why is it important to be an informed consumer of 
research?  

  5.   What are the steps in the research process and what 
activities occur at each step?     
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  K E Y  T E R M S  

   authority knowledge:    Knowledge developed when we 
accept something as being correct and true just because 
someone in a position of authority says it is true  

   case study:    An in-depth analysis of one or a few illustra-
tive cases  

   common sense knowledge:    Knowledge developed 
when the information “just makes sense”  

   content analysis:    A method requiring the analyzing of 
content contained in mass communication outlets such 
as newspapers, television, magazines, and the like  

   CSI Effect:    Due to the unrealistic portrayal of the role of fo-
rensic science in solving criminal cases in television shows, 
jurors are more likely to vote to acquit a defendant when 
the expected sophisticated forensic evidence is not presented  

   differential police response:    Methods that allow police 
departments to prioritize calls and rapidly dispatch an 
offi cer only when an immediate response is needed (i.e., 
crimes in progress)  

   experimental designs:    Used when researchers are inter-
ested in determining whether a program, policy, practice, 
or intervention is effective  

   fi eld research:    Research that involves researchers study-
ing individuals or groups of individuals in their natural 
environment  

   Halloween sadism:    The practice of giving contaminated 
treats to children during trick or treating  

   hypotheses:    Statements about the expected relationship 
between two concepts  

   illogical reasoning:    Occurs when someone jumps to 
premature conclusions or presents an argument which is 
based on invalid assumptions  

   myths:    Beliefs that are based on emotion rather than 
 rigorous analysis  

   operationalization:    The process of giving a concept a 
working defi nition; determining how each concept in 
your study will be measured  

   overgeneralization:    Occurs when people conclude that 
what they have observed in one or a few cases is true for 
all cases  

   personal experience knowledge:    Knowledge devel-
oped through actual experiences  

   research methods:    The tools that allow criminology 
and criminal justice researchers to systematically study 
crime and the criminal justice system and include the 
basic rules, appropriate techniques, and relevant proce-
dures for conducting research  

   research:    The scientifi c investigation of an issue, prob-
lem, or subject utilizing research methods  

   resistance to change:    The reluctance to change our 
 beliefs in light of new, accurate, and valid information 
to the contrary  

   secondary data analysis:    Occurs when researchers 
 obtain and reanalyze data which were originally col-
lected for a different purpose  

   selective observation:    Choosing, either consciously or 
unconsciously, to pay attention to and remember events 
that support our personal preferences and beliefs  

   survey research:    Obtaining data directly from research 
participants by asking them questions, often conducted 
through self-administered questionnaires and personal 
interviews  

   tradition knowledge:    Knowledge developed when we 
accept something as true because that is the way things 
have always been, so it must be right  

   variables:    Concepts that have been given a working 
defi nition and can take on different values    
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