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In general, these questions transcend the basics
about “who, how, where, and when,” and tackle
the questions of “why?” and “what can be done?”-
Victimologists explore not only the interactions
between victims and offenders, but also victims
and the criminal justice system. as well as victims
and the larger society. _

A selection of some Intriguing and imaginative
studies that iflustrate the kinds of issues concerning
offender—victm relationships addressed by research-
ers over the decades appears in Box 1 4.

Victimologists, like all researchers, must adopt a
critical spirit and a skeptical stance to see where the

trail of evidence teads. In the search for truth, myths .

must be exposed, anfounded charges dismissed, and
commonsense notions put to the test. The follow-
ing guidelines outline the step-by-step reasoning
process that can be followed when carrying out

research (see Parsonage, 1979; Birkbeck, 1983,
and Burt, 1983).

Step 1: Identify, Define, and Describe
the Problem

The most basic task for victimologists is to deter—
mine all the different Wways that a violation of the
law can inflict imumediate and long-term harm: the
extent of any physical injuries, emotional damage,
and: econormic costs, plus any sociaf ‘consequences
(such as loss of status). For exarnple, ag they grow
up, severely abused children might suffer from post-
traumatic stress disorder, dysfunctional interpersonal
relationships, personality  problems, and  gelf.
destructive impulses (see Briere, 1992).

Sometimes a group is difficult to study because
there isn’t an adequate expression that describes its
common nusfortune or captures the nature of itg
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studying activities such as sibling abuse, incestuous
sexual impositions in stepfamilies, and marita] rape
(see Hines and Malley-Mortison, 2005).

Victimologists analyze how the status of being a
“legitimate victim i socially defined. They explore
why only some people who suffer physical, emo-
tional, or economic harm are designated and treated
as full-fledged, bona fide, and officially recognized
victims and as such, are eligible for aid and encour-
aged to exercise rights within the criminal Justice
process. But why are other injured parties lefi to
fend for themselves? One key question is, “Is the
social standing of each of the tweo parties taken
Into account when government officials and mem-—
bers of the general public evaluate whether one-
person should get into legal rouble for what hap-
pened and the other should be granted assistance?”

Clearly, the status of being an officially recog-

tized victim of a crime s socially constructed.
The determination of who is included and who is
excluded from thig privileged category is carried out
by actors within the criminal justice process {police
officers and detectives, brosecutors, judges, even
Juries) and is heavily influenced by legislators (who
formulate criminal laws) and the media that shapes
public opinion about specific incidents.

Step 2: Measure the Trye Dimensions
of the Problem

Because policy makers and the general public want to
know how serious various kinds of illegal activigies
are, victimologists must devise ways to keep track of
the frequency and consequences of prohibited acts,
The accuracy of statistics kept by government bureaus
and private agencies must be critically examined to
ferret out any biases that might inflate or deflate
these estimates to the advantage of those who, for
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" indicate a huge increase in the number of reported
instances of suspected abuse. How can this upsurge be

explained? One possibility 1s to interpret this spike as

evidence that parents are neglecting, beating, and
molesting théir children these days like never before.
But another explanation could be that new compul-
SOy reporting requirements recently imposed on
physicians, school nurses, and teachers are bringing
many more cases to the attention of the authorities,
Thus, a sharp rise in reports might not reflect a genu-
ine crime wave directed at children by their caretakers
but merely a surge in official reports because of
improvements in detecting and keeping records of
maltreatment. Victimologists can make a real contri-
bution toward resolving this controversy by devising
ways to estimate the actual dimensions of the child
abuse problem with greater precision. Other pressing
questions that can be answered by careful measure.

ments and accurate statistcs include the following;

Are huge numbers of children being snatched up by

kidnappers demanding ransoms? Or are abductions

by strangers rare? Are husbands assaulted by their
wives about as often as wives are battered by their
husbands? Or is female aggression of minor concern
when compared to male violence? Is forced sex a

*. common outcome at the end of an evemng, or is

date rape less of 2 danger than some people believe
“isee Loscke, Gelles, and Cavanaugh, 2005)?

Once injured parties have been identified, and
fheir ranks measured, reseatchers can caIry out a
fieeds assessment through interviews or via a sur-
Y€y to discover what kinds of suffering they are

SXperiencing and what sorts of assistance and sup-

“UPII they require to resolve their problems and
. I

Ctllrn to the lives they were leading before the
e occurred. Such studies might reveal their
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systems that are ostensibly designed to help them.
Their studies can pinpoint the sources of tension,
conflict, mistreatment, and  dissatisfaction that
allenate victims from the agencies that are supposed
to serve them. Program evaluations determine
whether stated goals are being met. For instance,
many victimologists have studied how well or
how poory the police, prosecutors, judges, and
family therapists are responding to the plight of
abused children, sexually assaulted persons, and
.dlso battered women (see Hilton, 1993, Roberts,
2002; Hines and Malley-Morrison, 2005; Roberts
and Roberts, 2005; and Barnett, Miller-Perrin, and
Perrin, 2005).

Step 4: Gather Evidence to Test
Hypotheses

Victimologists investigate all kinds of kypotheses:
suspictons,  hunches, impressions,  accuasations,
assertions, and predictions. Like all social scientists,
when presented with claims about what is true and
what is false, their proper response is not to accept
or reject the assertion but to declarer “Prove it!
Show me! Where is the evidence?”

Testing hypotheses yields interesting findings,
especially discoveries that cast doubt on COMIMOonN-
sense notons (challenging what everyone “knows”
to be true) and widely held beliefs. A major goal is
try to sort out myths from realiges. E

For example, will the “dos and don’ts” tips
offered on websites for women who are being
stalked by ex-lovers actually work to.-reduce the
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INTRODUCTION 13

ghter, saying that the shooting was accidental; the ensy-

¥ agreed. Twenty-six years later, following her assault on -
university colleagues, the investigation into her brother's death was reopened, and
Bishop was also charged with his murder. ) ’ :

Bishop had fits of rage throughout her [ife. |n 2002, she was charged with
assault after screaming at and hittin i

, @ven though sh
people's children and could he extremely urfriendly.
Bishop joined the University of Alabama as an’ assi




