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PREFACE

Introduction to Criminal Justice Research Methods: An Applied
Approach is a text designed to assist criminal justice students and

practitioners to conduct research on problems and issues facing the
criminal justice system. It is based upon our collective experience as
researchers and instructors in criminal justice research and policy
analysis. It is our hope that our definitions and examples will help stu-
dents and practitioners to both comprehend research articles and
reports and to conduct their own research. 

Each of the authors brought specific areas of expertise to this effort.
We are familiar with the research process and have worked together
on several published studies. The text is designed for persons with lit-
tle or no research background and provides real world examples and
clear definitions of terms and concepts. The text focuses upon policy
and program analysis in the hope that accurate information will im-
prove and reform criminal justice operations. 

G.F.V.
J.C.K.

R.T.

v





CONTENTS
Page

Preface . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . v

Chapter
1. THE PURPOSE OF CRIMINAL JUSTICE RESEARCH. . . . . . . . 3

Chapter Overview . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3
The Purpose of Research . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3

The Goals of Research . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4
Basic Characteristics of the Scientific Method . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7

Inductive and Deductive Reasoning . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8
Problem Statements . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8
Units of Analysis. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10
Hypothesis Testing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10
Independent and Dependent Variables. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11

Issues and Traditions in Criminal Justice Research . . . . . . . . . . . . 12
The Classical School. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13
The Positivist School. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 14
The Social Process School . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16

Criminology as an Applied Social Science . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 17
Example: The Kansas City Preventive Patrol Experiment. . . . . 17
Example: Racial Disparities in Capital Sentencing . . . . . . . . . . 20

Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 23
Key Terms . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 23
Review Questions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 24
References. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 24

2. LIBRARY RESEARCH AND LITERATURE REVIEWS . . . . . . . 28
Chapter Overview . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 28
What is Library Research?. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29

vii



viii Introduction to Criminal Justice Research Methods

Doing Library Research . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29
Sources of Research Literature . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 29
How to Find Previous Research . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 34

Selecting a Topic . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 38
Literature Reviews . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39

Writing the Literature Review . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 41
Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 42
Key Terms . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 43
Review Questions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 43
References. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 43

3. ETHICAL ISSUES IN CRIMINAL JUSTICE RESEARCH . . . . . 45
Chapter Overview . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 45
Ethics in Research. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 47

The Belmont Report. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 47
Addressing General Ethical Principles in Research . . . . . . . . . . . . 48

Anonymity . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 48
Confidentiality . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 49
Potential Harm to Subjects . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50
Deceiving Subjects . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 51

Evaluating Ethical Principles in Research . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 54
Institutional Review Board . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 54
Informed Consent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 55

Researcher Responsibility and Legal Issues . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 58
Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 59
Key Terms . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 60
Review Questions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 61
References. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 62

4. MEASURING CRIME: THE VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY 
OF CRIME DATA SOURCES . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 65

Chapter Overview . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 65
Key Measurement Concepts . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 65

The Uniform Crime Reports (UCR) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 67
Index Crimes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 67
Selected UCR Findings . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 68



Contents ix

Limitations of the Uniform Crime Reports. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 70
Conclusions Concerning UCR . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 74

The National Incident Based-Reporting System (NIBRS) . . . . . . . 75
The National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS) . . . . . . . . . . . . 76

Features of the NCVS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 77
Selected NCVS Findings . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 78
Advantages of the NCVS. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 79
Limitations of the NCVS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 80
Conclusions Concerning the NCVS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 80

Self -Report Studies. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 81
Petersilia, Greenwood, and Lavin: “Criminal Careers of 

Habitual Offenders”. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 82
Selected Findings . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 83
Monitoring the Future: National Results on Adolescent 

Drug Use. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 84
Sexual Victimizations in State and Federal Prisons Reported 

by Inmates, 2007 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 86
Advantages of Self-Report Studies . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 87
Limitations of Self-Report Studies . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 87

Triangulation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 88
Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 89
Key Terms . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 89
Review Questions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 90
References . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 91

5. ELEMENTS OF RESEARCH DESIGN . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 94
Chapter Overview . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 94
Types of Research Design . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 94

The Classical Experiment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 95
The Provo Experiment. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 98
Experiments on the Impact of Mandatory Arrest in 

Domestic Violence Cases. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 100
Problems in the Use of a Classical Experiment . . . . . . . . . . . . 102
The Quasi-Experimental Design . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 103

Other Types of Research Design . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 104
Pre-Experimental Designs . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 104



x Introduction to Criminal Justice Research Methods

Cross Sectional Design. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 106
Longitudinal Design. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 106

Threats to Internal Validity . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 107
Threats to External Validity . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 111
Conclusion. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 114
Key Terms . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 114
Review Questions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 115
References . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 115

6. PRINCIPLES OF SAMPLING . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 118
Chapter Overview. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 118
Overview of Sampling . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 118
Types of Samples . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 122

Probability Samples . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 123
Non-Probability Sampling . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 125

Sampling in Criminal Justice: Some Examples. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 128
Police Manager Perspectives . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 128
Criminal Victimization in the United States . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 129
Warden’s Perceptions of Inmate Fear of Sexual Assault. . . . . . 129
Guns and Crime . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 130

Conclusion. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 131
Key Terms . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 131
Review Questions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 132
References . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 133

7. SURVEY RESEARCH . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 135
Chapter Overview . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 135
Introduction to Survey Research . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 135
Principle Types of Surveys . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 137

Self-Administered Questionnaires . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 137
Mail and Email Surveys . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 138

Conducting Survey Research . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 140
Questionnaire Construction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 140
Pilot Study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 141
Guidelines for Questions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 142

Evaluating a Questionnaire . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 144



Contents xi

Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 146
Key Terms . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 147
Review Questions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 147
References . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 148

8. SCALING . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 150
Chapter Overview . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 150
Concepts in Scaling. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 151
Types of Scales . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 155

Likert Scale . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 156
Thurstone Scale . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 158
Guttman Scale. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 160

Potential Uses of Measurement Scales . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 161
Severity of Crime Scale . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 161
Positive Adjustment Scale. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 164

Creating a Measurement Scale. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 166
Example: Race, Homicide Severity, and Applications of the

Death Penalty: A Consideration of the Barnett Scale . . . . . . . . 167
Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 168
Key Terms . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 168
Review Questions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 169
References . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 170

9. QUALITATIVE RESEARCH: OBSERVATIONAL STUDIES . . 172
Chapter Overview. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 172
Basics of Qualitative Research . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 174
Participant Observation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 176

Roles and Approaches to Data Collection. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 179
Complete Participant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 180
Potential Participant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 183
Participant as Observer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 184
Observer as Participant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 186
Complete Observer . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 187

Selecting and Gaining Entrée Into the Setting . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 188
Locating the Setting . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 189
Gaining Entrée . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 190



xii Introduction to Criminal Justice Research Methods

Recording and Analyzing Data . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 191
Collecting the Data: What to Look For . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 191
Field Notes: Two Steps to Launch the Analysis . . . . . . . . . . . . 195
Raw Field Notes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 196
Developed Field Notes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 197
Analyzing the Data. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 198

Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 200
Key Terms . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 200
Review Questions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 200
References . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 201

10. QUALITATIVE INTERVIEWS . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 202
Chapter Overview . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 202
Types of Interviews. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 204

Structured Interviews . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 204
Semi-Structured Interviews . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 205
Unstructured Interviews. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 206
Elite Interviewing . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 207

Conducting Interviews . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 208
Interviews with Active Criminals. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 210
Transcribing. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 212

Data Analysis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 212
Developing a Coding Scheme . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 213
Initial Coding of Transcripts. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 213
Collecting Similarly Coded Passages from Transcripts . . . . . . . 214
Secondary Coding. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 215
Ordering the Concepts . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 215
Outlining Concepts. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 215
Writing the Final Report. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 216
Computerized Interview Coding and Analysis . . . . . . . . . . . . . 216

Focus Group Interviews . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 217
Conducting a Focus Group Study . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 220
Conceptualization Phase . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 220
Interview Phase . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 221
Analysis and Reporting . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 223

Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 224



Contents xiii

Key Terms. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 225
Review Questions. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 225
References. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 226

11. EVALUATION RESEARCH IN CRIMINAL JUSTICE. . . . . . . 227
Chapter Overview . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 227
The Purpose of Evaluation Research. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 228

Process Evaluation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 229
Impact Evaluation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 230
Logic Models . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 233
The Social Development Model . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 234
Performance Indicators . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 237

Recidivism . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 237
Justice . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 239
Measuring Police Performance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 241

Utilization-Focused Evaluation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 244
Types of Evaluation Designs . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 246

Before and After Program Comparison . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 246
Time Trend Comparison Before and After 

Program Implementation. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 247
The Classical Experiment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 247
Quasi-Experimental Designs . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 247
What Works in Crime Prevention . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 248

Problems and Issues in Evaluation Research . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 250
Conclusion . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 253
Key Terms. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 253
Review Questions. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 253
References. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 254

Index . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 257





INTRODUCTION TO CRIMINAL 
JUSTICE RESEARCH METHODS





Chapter 1

THE PURPOSE OF CRIMINAL JUSTICE
RESEARCH

CHAPTER OVERVIEW

This text is designed as an introduction to research methods in
criminal justice. Research is really about the generation of infor-

mation that is both accurate and objective for the purpose of guiding
decision making. Without research, we have no knowledge about
crime: What it is, where it happens, how it happens, and why it hap-
pens. Information either guides the development or determines the
validity of theory (Criminology) and the effectiveness of crime policies
and programs (Criminal Justice). Information provides guidance on
how to combat crime and the selection of the best possible approach.
Research is also the way to evaluate the effectiveness of the approach
considered. Without information, we have no guidance. 

THE PURPOSE OF RESEARCH

The detailed information that is generated by research is a manage-
ment tool that has become a significant part of criminal justice opera-
tions. For example, problem solving has become a key component of
police operations at all levels of the organization — from the commu-
nity and the street cop to the chief executive. Research informs the
problem solving function. Police managers must be able to assess
agency performance (both individually and collectively), analyze and
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4 Introduction to Criminal Justice Research Methods

solve community problems and judge the competency of programs
designed to address them.1 It can guide decision making in the fol-
lowing manner:

Research can provide useful and exciting insights into community problems
and how police agencies operate. It can reveal potentially useful programs and
strategies for dealing with problems. It can show which programs are success-
ful and which are not. It can suggest new strategies to deal with old issues. It
can provide information needed to improve existing programs. And it can
inform the public and elected officials. In short, research is a tool for police
managers who want to make rational, informed decisions.2

Police research is designed to provide information to answer specific
questions and to inform police management decisions.3 Specifically,
research can guide management decisions to allocate resources in the
department and to the community. How should the department deal
with calls for service, routine patrol, crime investigation and preven-
tion, and engage in problem solving? Efficient allocation of resources
requires information.4

The Goals of Research

Research can be classified by purpose, according to the aims of the
project. Thus the research may involve: exploration, description, ex-
planation and evaluation. The goal of exploratory research is to exa-
mine the forces at work in some new area of crime where little about
the subject is known. This type of research can generate information
that could lead to more detailed analysis of the subject in the future.
For example, identity theft is a new form of crime. It involves some-
one wrongfully obtaining and using another’s personal data (your
name, Social Security number, credit card number, bank account
number, telephone calling card number, or other identifying informa-
tion) to commit fraud or deception for economic gain.5 Exploratory
research on identity theft reveals that its costs are substantial. Esti-
mates from 2003 indicate that thieves who used personal information
to establish new credit and bank accounts cost victims and financial
institutions over $33 billion.6 The victims of these crimes are not only
faced with financial losses. They must also contend with the loss of
identity and restoration of their good financial name in terms of their
credit rating. Exploratory research on identity theft has led to further
analysis. For example, research findings from one large municipal po-
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lice department in Florida found that the number of reported incidents
of identity theft increased at a higher rate than other more typical theft
crimes. It was also determined that the average identity theft offender
was African American, female, unemployed, working alone, and
unknown to the victims. White males were most likely to be the vic-
tims of this crime.7

Descriptive research is designed to answer three basic questions:8

1. How big is the problem?
2. Whom does the problem effect?
3. What causes the problem?

Descriptive research is aimed at detailing situations and events that are
somewhat new and unique. It attempts to uncover facts and describe
reality. For example, consider the research findings on the drug,
methamphetamine — a powerful central nervous system stimulant that
produces a short, intense “rush” when used due to release of high lev-
els of dopamine from the brain. It can be smoked (in its granulated,
crystal form known as “ice”), snorted, orally ingested or injected.9

Chronic abuse of methamphetamine abuse can lead to psychotic
behavior — intense paranoia, visual and auditory hallucinations (in-
cluding the delusion that “crank bugs” are crawling under the user’s
skin), and out of control violent rages. Physically, the drug can result
in inflammation of the heart lining, rapid heart rate, irregular heart-
beat, increased blood pressure, damage to the small blood vessels of
the brain and even acute lead poisoning.10 Plus, the manufacture of
methamphetamine has a severe effect upon the environment. Brewing
one pound of methamphetamine also releases poisonous gas and pro-
duces 5 to 7 pounds of toxic waste that is typically carelessly dumped
into the lab’s environment without regard to its impact. 

Use of this drug is rapidly increasing. In 2003, almost 8 percent of
high school students, about 9 percent of young adults (aged 19–28) and
almost 6 percent of college students surveyed nationwide reported
using methamphetamine at least once during their lifetime. Similarly,
national data (39 states in 25 sites) from the 2003 Arrestee Drug Abuse
Monitoring Program (ADAM) recorded a median rate (50th percentile
— half of the arrestees) of 4.7 percent of adult males and 8.8 percent of
adult females testing positive for methamphetamine upon entry to jail.
Between 1992 and 2002, yearly rates admission to drug treatment for
methamphetamine abuse increased from 1 to 5.5 percent.11 During the


