what You Should Know!
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For established researchers, knowing what to study and how to study is often
simple. However, established researchers can also become stuck in a rut and
need to expand beyond their typical areas of research. For most beginning
student researchers a consistent issue is having difficulty in choosing what
to research, and the number of possible research topics can be daunting.
A major question one might ask is, where do I start? Choosing a topic is
merely the first step. Other issues include developing the research question,
a statement explaining what it is the research is supposed to accomplish.
Forming the research question is a critical step. The research question
should narrow the topic to a manageable focus and leads to the formation of
hypotheses and the identification of variables. After completing this chapter,

the reader should be able to:
1. Discuss the issues that should be considered in selecting a research

topic.
2. Present and describe the three purposes of research.
3. Describe what a literature review is and what sources are available for

such a review.
4. Compare and contrast the various writing styles used by criminologists.

5. Define what an article critique is and discuss its details.
6. Define what is meant by the research question. Give an example of a

research question.
7. Define the term hypothesis and describe the types of hypotheses.
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Picking a Topic . ]
Before geginning the research project, a 'researcher must f.irst1 answer this:(y}
should I study}Within the fields of criminology and criminal justice, numey, .

research topics are available. All one has to do is pick a topic; however, that i
not as easy as it may seem. i
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pvailability (Fow 8 White Gavin, 2008, Hagan, 20 ggfl (5) possible funding

3009; McBurney & White, 2007 Vito, Kunselmag, & s Maxfield & Babbie,

There are & 0 Er of studies about communit f.v‘fks"uf}’, 2008).

est and support the effectiveness of Communitt; ggl ilcglng.%\vdﬁny of them

ing. What seems to

. example, a gap in theory exi
l-t:ltshe lerature can assistdinycho osstfnagn;ltrolzgs to be filled. Finding such gaps
Once an interesting and intrigui Y o
e research must be consi dered%l}l?lélai ltgﬁlltC is foupd, the f§a31b111ty of cpqducting
’ le accessible? D Y is prlmarlly linked to logistics (e.g.,
Is a samp : oes a data collection instrument exist b
designed?). Sometimes the topic may be a very good choice f(())rr esen oﬁeb ;
s not feasible to attempt. Before finalizing the research topic thereS::sr Cecti:;
researcher needs to be sure that the study can actually be acc;m 11i)she<11) Doc-
toral students working on their dissertation are often tripped uppat this.step
Because Of the POPUIarity of some topics, such as job stress, capital punisl;;-
ment, sentencing disparity, and community policing, there is usually a wealth
of information available to help build a research base. However, there may be
times when the topic is legitimate, but little information exists in the literature
to support the research question. This should not stop one from going forward
with the research. If the findings can be validated (i.e., shown to meet scientific
rigor and supported by ensuing research), it may become a new and significant
contribution to the literature, the discipline, and subsequently the practice of

criminal justice or criminology.
Choosing a research topic that could have policy implications can be very
study on examining job satisfaction or

useful. For example, the results of a
examining the effect education has on promotion could have an effect on policy

and procedure.

Finally, although funding may not be applicable to many students’ research
efforts, it should be taken into consideration. One of the most popular means
of funding research is through internal and external grants. Many universities
offer both students and faculty opportunities o apply for internal grants that
at least allow the person to start the research project and may help offset per-

However, these

sonal costs. Ultimately, many researchers seek external grants.

are usually not sought by undergraduate students. You may have the greatest
ires extensive funding that you do not have,

idea in the world, but if it requ
b .
then this situation can create an obstacle to successfully completing the study.
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EXP]Oﬁﬂg s by nature. Our curiOSity about thlngs begins at .

lore :
Most of us are exP ur lives. What we explore and how expl

i hout 0 :
age and persists thrOUE i ou have spent time ar *Dig
sfliething changes with age and time. If y P ound chyjy

you know that at a certain age they exglorﬁ the world by pilttmg items i g4
mouths. However, as we maturc, so do the ways we €Xplore our woylq 4
older child may ask a parent how electricity wor.ks. Exploration occyyg o
accidentally or intentionally. Intentional exploration may well be Considered
be a form of research. Thus, when one wants to know more about some .»
the tendency is to explore the topic. 1
For example, before buying a new sports utility vehicle, a consumer
read what trade magazines say about them, check out prices through g
dealers, and talk with current owners of such vehicles. When finished o
have enough information to make an informed decision based on

s One s*«:t
the reseagd
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Describing
The purpose of descriptive research is to i :
ofthe topic. What s the phenomenon? e D e vtaes How aftn
s the phenomenon occqrrlng? These are just some of the types ;)f uestioils
answered when condqctmg research for the purpose of desc}r,i%in F%r exam-
le, the Bureau of Justice Statistics releases the Correctional Popuiga;tions in the
United States report annually. Information within this descriptive study includes
the number of individuals supervised by the adult correctional systems, incar-
cerated (prison Or jail), or supervised in the community (probation or p’arole)
as well as changes in these numbers over the years. ’
A descriptive study specifically on prisons could of

inmates, correctional staff, programs, violent acts, an
further enhance what is already known about prisons. This descriptive infor-

mation often provides the basis for an explanatory study because a researcher

first needs to know if there is a phenomenon to study. For this reason many
explanatory studies wi Descriptive studies are

1l include a descriptive section.
probably among the easier studies to do

because the researcher simply needs
to explain what he or she sees, hears, or reads with respect to the various ele-
ments of the topic.

fer information about the
d so forth, which would

Explaining
Undoubtedly the most in
is to provide an explanation.

-depth and difficult purpose for conducting research
Explanatory research attempts to analyze and

fully understand why a phenomenon occurs as it applies to p.oli.cies, pro-
cedures, objects, attitudes, opinions, and so forth. From a criminological

perspective, researchers may attempt tO understand better why certain males
d other do not. Another example of explanatory

commit sexual assaults an : ‘
research would be a study examining acts of police corruption to determine

why they occur. |

Sometimes a study may Start out exploratory and then be exp?r}ded into

study. For example, due to @ report of increas
out what was gomng on in a

a descriptive or explanatory
gists sought to find

criminal behavior, criminolo
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1. Examine the r0
2. Survey education an

ional officers. . . . x ]
tio ot criminal justice educators: practitioner-acadep;

3. Compare and contra : I
versus pure academic and their work products. . ‘i
4. Evaluate the relationships between job stress and race and ethmcity, 1

5. Explore the causes and extent of crimipality among high school studem&y
6. Conduct a cost-benefit analysis of private versus state prisons,
7. Research drug usage among adolescents.
8. Evaluate the success of electronic monitoring.
9. Evaluate the effectiveness of community policing.
10. Survey public attitudes toward corporal punishment.

s - PI‘O(;ess of choosing a topic can be aided through personal observation
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not replace them. Nor does it replace jou books. -
Internet may provide legitimate sources, a reference page filled with numer,

websites instead of text and journal citations is indicative of lazy SChOlarsh‘ 1
on the part of the researcher. i
Overall, there are a number of sources from which one can chooge B

or find support for a given topic. Box 3-1 provides a sampling of raftOP
( peter—'reviewed) journals that publish articles in criminology or crimi le' eft.e
This list is not intended to be viewed as an exhaustive catal 7" Justice,
search provides the basis for f i : atalogue. The literatyrs
asis for formulating or refining research questions. .
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[ Terature Review: Examples of Sources

journals
aAmerican Journal of Criminal Justice

American Journal of Sociology
gritish Journal of Criminology
Canadian Journal of Criminology
Crime and Delinquency
criminal Justice Policy Review
Criminology
criminology and Public Policy
Justice Quarterly
journal of Contempora imi .
journal of Crimina]ljjus’ziycg riminal hugtive
Jjournal of Quantitative Criminology
police Quarterly
prison Journal
Social Forces
Social Justice
social Problems
Social Science Quarterly
Compendiums
Abstracts on Criminology and Penology
Criminal Justice Abstracts
police Science Abstracts
psychological Abstracts
Social Science Index
sociological Abstracts
Government Agencies
Bureau of Justice Statistics
National Criminal Justice Reference Service

National Institute of Justice

most commonly used style in criminal ju

and year of publication wit
tion (similar to APA but may us
format of the references)
Association style and styles unique t0 P
which are often variations of the previo
to know what style is used wh
important to know what style i
text for review. For example,
will require their students to st
become familiar with this

hin the text);
e endnotes

_Occasionally, one

ecific law or criminal justice journals,
usly mentione
en critiquing an
s required when
many criminal ju.s
bmit all papers 1
format is through t

(www.ncjrs.org)
(Www.ojp.usdoj.gov/nij)

stice and criminology, listing the author

and American Sociological Associa-
for specific details and varies in the
may also see Modern Languages

d styles. It is important
article or text and even more

submitting a papern article, or
tice or criminology professors
APA format. The best way to

h the APA stylebook.
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as well as laying out possible research : T ;  td
answer. What was the problem being investigated: ch.l the l%teratl'lre review
support the need for this research? What was the theoretical orientation? Wy,
was or were the research hypotheses? Were concepts Properly defined? We
the dependent and independent variables clearly identified and defined?  §

search design

Literature Review ’
The purpose of the literature review is to provide a foundational understang
1}111g for the reader, as well as thg researcher, for understanding and evaluating
the study. Did the literature review provide a thorough coverage of the prios
research? Wer;: prexzous studies adequately evaluated and discussed? Was the
coverage complete? Are classic studies rel . |

: elevant to the resear i :
and recent research included? Did the literature cited -Ch pr.Obl?m ne ludeds
the current investigation? tted provide a justification fog

evaluate, and ¢y,
. Critiqu
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The Rastanch QUESTION

any adverse ef:feCt.S of hmit",‘tions because of the research desi

of analysts belln g nzfompatlble? Were measures of a:rc -deis‘gn and the means

niﬁcaflce clearl.)éln ticatfi.d and appropriately discussegc%?ftlon il tosta of st

pniques V3 and reliable? Methods sections that e the measurement

¢han cransparent create problems for readers and af; incomplete and less

they Were deliberately written in this manner by tl?er i;te;:a}llly problematic if
chers.

findings

The findings section summarizes the _

Jocation of any tabl§s that display somreecs)lfﬂtthsleopfetr}'zienialﬁfcaL 22181: n%(/is tygically‘the
gisplayed in @ CONCT” and readily understandable manne; }Sl were f;:ldcllngs
Summar%zed? Were the tables logical and clear? Were the ;tat?? Wfre th -
appro nate?. Would other statistical techniques have been mzx_'lga; te;; m.q\iei
Did the findings relate to the problem, the method, or the theore}t)ilza(l)lz;:;neé—

work? How did the findings relate to those of prior research?

piscussion and Conclusions
Discussion and conclusion sections are designed to discuss the findings of the

d further analyze through the lens established by the problem statement

research an
and literature review: The impacts of study strengths and particularly weaknesses

on the results are discussed as well as recommendations for future studies. Are
the conclusions reached consistent with the findings that were presented? Are the

conclusions compatible with the theoretical orientation presented in the problem
statement? Based on the problem statement, the prior research, methodology,
and findings, do the conclusions or recom

mendations make sense? Based on the
problem statement and the literature, are the conclusions Ot recommendations
of this study a significant contribution to the field of study?

The Research Question
osen, the next st€p is to create the

Once a topic, OF research problem, has been ch
research questions. A research question s a statement answered through the research
process. It generally is the research problems or purpose and

formulated from |
may be synonymous W m. Essentially, what the researcher

must do is decide what it is he or she 1s tO study and why.' It is the “'why” that
helps form the research question. For example, at one point, Detroit .remov
numerous streetlights to §aV€ money (Christoff, ;012). A research guestxon cou)”
be “did the removal of street lights impact crime in the aﬁfected nmghborhoojg
The research questions shou a clear understanding

rch uestion should
of why the research was €O arch q

i - t the conclusion ©
give some indication Of
. it the research roblem.
the research. The question sho ked to P
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variables.

o relationship with Y For

designing the research. Although the general research goal is to support the
research hypothesis by disproving the null hypothesis, one should not consider
the inability to disprove the null hypothesis as a failure. On the contrary, the
failure to support the null hypotfllesis rrilay acctlually lead to new information or
itional research not previously conducted. o
addgé?lzsher the hypothesis is research? null, or rival, it mufst be tcllleagy; Islz;ei
and consist of readily identiﬁable Var%al()i!eg.dCcint;nlcl}llI;%O éiiinandeassmiated
study, the independen.t variab e }Sghe ltlliel:elsgjndperiic labeled himself or herself
demographics. The main elemeht i Owte ories that best represent the potential
asa psychologist. This research uses €26 | services: Police Psychologist, full
psychologist involved in police psychologica

us Real World feature offered the following |

The study by Dantzker from the previo
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, t. full-time consultant ¢4 |, ;
o chologist; psychologist Qons?ls.f:ﬁ,i,ce provider to law enfoia .
time in-house P?,y ical Psychologist, occasiona ity for self-identificar.’}
enforcem; lg,}? o Ho}\’/v respondents the oppOr 1o,
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The dependent variables 11

rom previous research,
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Summary

Before starting any research effort, a topic must be chpsen, keepmg in ming
that the research effort can explore, describe, or explain the topic. This top;d
should be of interest, be relevant, and have support in the literature throyg}
journals, government documents, and/or online resources. 7
On choosing the topic, the research question is created, which advised
others what is to be studied. From the research question comes the hYPOthes'

or hypotheses, a statement or group of statements that indicate the nature of
the relationship to be studied. 565 AFe Tese of}
arch,]

e aiiat Ll G @aeds)

ice ergrtment in a city of
€ variation of crime rates
€ problem, the




