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reveals how anyone can “think like a researcher.” It reveals, too, why that
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criminal justice research.
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Preface

Research can seem like an impenetrable and inaccessible undertaking, even

for those who do it for a living. What exactly counts as “research”? How

exactly does research get produced? How can we distinguish good studies

from bad ones? What is an appropriate use of ûndings?

We wrote this book to provide a guide that might help readers to

answer such questions and to develop what we term a “researcher

sensibility.” Developing ûuency in criminological and criminal justice

research should not be hard. It can be, though. Why? Research typically

gets taught in a piecemeal fashion. Take a course on theory, a course or two

on data, courses on statistical techniques or other methods, and a few on

policing, the courts, and corrections – and somehow one is supposed to be

off to the races. But the end result is not research ûuency; it is confusion.

The problem for many students or others who try to pick up research on the

ûy is that no good one-stop-shop source exists to obtain that ûuency.

That creates a big problem. Why? Advances in science and policy

depend on understanding research. How, then, can students, criminal just-

ice policymakers and practitioners, and members of the public acquire a

researcher sensibility?

We believe that it can come from thinking about research in, well, more

of the way in which researchers think about it. Existing books on crimin-

ology and criminal justice do not, in our view, do that well. They help.

Theory books shed light on theory, data books shed light on data, and

methods books shed light on methods. Typical introduction-to-research-

methods books help, too, by shedding light on core concepts in research.

Many books that tackle substantive topics (e.g., criminal behavior, policing,

courts, corrections) help as well by exposing students to research. But none

of them shows how to integrate different parts of the research process.

Taking our cue from two classics of how to think about research –

C. Wright Mill’s The Sociological Imagination and Howard Becker’s Tricks

of the Grade – we created this book to address that gap. We wanted to

xvii
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highlight how science and art go into thinking about criminological and

criminal justice research and, more broadly, to help readers to develop a

researcher sensibility. Obtaining this sensibility is possible! And it opens the

door to seeing so many more possibilities for creating knowledge and

generating better crime and justice policy.

STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

In the ûrst part of the book, we describe what motivated us to write it, the

ûeld of criminology and criminal justice, and the nature of science. In

addition, we provide an overview of the central theme of the book – that

a researcher sensibility can be easily acquired and that it is essential for

conducting, evaluating, and using research. It then turns to a discussion of

theory, data, and analysis, the essential ingredients of research studies.

Building on that account, the book identiûes different types of research.

We discuss science-focused versus policy-focused research, varieties of

causal relationships that research can examine, and the vast array of crim-

inological and criminal justice areas and topics that can be investigated. In

the ûnal part of the book, we conclude with a focus on how readers can

appraise research. We identify speciûc strategies that we and many others

have found useful in developing a researcher sensibility. The chapters,

described below, all build to that one central goal.

Chapter 1 (Introduction). In Chapter 1, we discuss the varied motiv-

ations for the book. A central starting point is the concern that too many

students – as well as criminal justice policymakers and practitioners and

members of the public – do not understand how to think about research.

They therefore do not know how to evaluate or use it. We argue that

anyone can develop a researcher sensibility and, with it, learn to see the

science and the art that go into criminological and criminal justice

research.

Chapter 2 (Science and Criminological and Criminal Justice Research).

Chapter 2 steps back and zeroes in on what science is and what the ûeld of

criminology and criminal justice encompasses. The chapter highlights how

an understanding of science lays the foundation for understanding all types

of research and “evidence-based” policy.

Chapter 3 (The Science and Art of Conducting, Evaluating, and Using

Research: Initial Observations). In this chapter, we describe the science and

the art of research. We demonstrate the need for a researcher sensibility and

emphasize that no cookie-cutter approach works in conducting, evaluating,

or using research. The chapter underscores the importance of recognizing

the different goals that guide research and how these goals can and should

xviii Preface
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affect research designs and studies. The goals include empirical description,

understanding social meanings and the causes of crime and criminal justice

phenomena, testing causal relationships, and answering different types of

criminal justice policy questions.

Chapter 4 (The Role of Theory in Research). Theory constitutes a

cornerstone of research. We show how theory, even if not articulated,

guides all research and why it can assist us in discerning and explaining

patterns and trends. We show, too, how theory dictates the types of data

and analyses that go into credible research.

Chapter 5 (The Role of Data in Research). Data can be considered the

second pillar of research. It grounds the scientiûc enterprise – indeed,

without data, there is no science. In this chapter, we describe types of data,

what data can best answer research questions, and consequences that ûow

from the limitations that attend to almost any data source. To think about

data is to think like a researcher; as we argue, doing so does not require

special training.

Chapter 6 (The Role of Analysis in Research). Analysis can be viewed

as the third and ûnal pillar of research. Chapter 6 showcases a range of

analytic techniques and methods that can be used to discern patterns in data

and to show cause-and-effect. More importantly, it identiûes how theory

and data together dictate the types of analyses that are appropriate. It

identiûes, too, how awareness of different types of analyses can lead to

more creativity in thinking about and evaluating research. To think about

analysis is also to think like a researcher!

Chapter 7 (Basic (Science-Focused) vs. Applied (Policy-Focused)

Research). We discuss how these two types of research – studies that seek

to advance science and those that seek to advance policy – have always been

central to the ûeld of criminology and criminal justice. Awareness of them

can open the door to considering questions and ideas that otherwise would

go unnoticed. The chapter includes a discussion of needs, theory, implemen-

tation (or process), outcome and impact, and cost-efûciency evaluations.

Policy research requires use of such evaluations. Yet, these evaluations can

provide unique opportunities for simultaneously advancing science.

Chapter 8 (Identifying Causal Effects). Causality stands at center stage

in many criminological and criminal justice studies. But what is a causal

effect? What kinds exist? This chapter presents different types of causal

effects and identiûes their importance in developing more accurate explan-

ations and in improving policy.

Chapter 9 (Criminological and Criminal Justice Research Areas and

Topics). The ûeld of criminology and criminal justice covers so much

terrain that it can be difûcult to appreciate its scope. We present a

“research matrix” to convey this scope. It provides a platform for

Preface xix
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thinking about criminological and criminal justice research possibilities.

For example, considering the goals of research, different units of analysis,

and types of data and analyses opens the door to imagining more research

ideas than otherwise would be possible. We argue that this ability to

imagine possibilities goes hand-in-hand with developing a researcher

sensibility.

Chapter 10 (Criteria for Conducting, Evaluating, and Using Research).

Research does not magically produce results that stand on their own. The

credibility and relevance of ûndings instead depend on different criteria.

A lack of awareness of these criteria can lead to misunderstanding and

misuse of research. We therefore describe criteria that can be used to judge

the credibility of studies and their relevance for science and policy.

Chapter 11 (The Science and Art of Conducting, Evaluating, and Using

Research: Practical Steps). Chapter 11 wraps up the book by reinforcing the

core theme – that a researcher sensibility is necessary to conduct, evaluate,

and use research appropriately and effectively – and by identifying nuts-

and-bolts guidance for developing this sensibility.
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as well. A “researcher sensibility” is alive and well among them. The world

is a better place for it.

Thank you most especially to Emily, Eli, and Ashley. They all have an

ear for “bunk.” With research, as in life, that is no small part of what one

needs when ûltering the good, the bad, and the irrelevant!
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A FINAL PERSONAL NOTE TO THE READER

We wrote this book to be useful to anyone – researchers, criminal justice

policymakers and practitioners, and members of the public. But it is stu-

dents who likely will ûnd it to be the most useful. Indeed, in writing this

book, we thought constantly about the undergraduate and graduate stu-

dents who we have taught and with whom we work.

Their frustration at seeing how to connect different classes is palpable.

One day they take a class on theory. Another day they take one on data,

sampling, survey design, or the like. On yet another day they take a statistics

class or two, or perhaps classes on qualitative methods or policy evaluation.

In the meantime, they take classes on criminology and criminal justice that

summarize and discuss large amounts of research. To many of them, it is

akin to learning a language by taking a class on vocabulary, another on

grammar, still another on culture, and then trying to read, speak, or write in

that language. That approach does not work very well in learning any

language. And it does not work well in learning to think like a researcher.

This book is meant for you and for anyone else who has struggled to

make sense of crime and justice research. It is meant to help you to become

“ûuent” in research and to see the connections that run through all parts of

the research process. It is meant ultimately to advance your own interests in

criminology and criminal justice.

Research can be learned by doing. But we believe it also can be learned

through a book like this one. It shows how theory, data, and analysis are

connected. It shows the science and the art that go into the research process.

More importantly, it shows how it is your ability to imagine research

possibilities that creates the foundation for seeing these connections and

developing the ability to conduct, evaluate, and use research.
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