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Note: This compulsory course runs on Thursdays from 10.00 to 11.30 in Seminar Room G in the Manor 
Road Building, except for week 6 when the class is divided in two. One group will meet from 10.00-
011.30 in Seminar G, and the second 12.00-13.30 in Seminar D. 

Students who already have a strong background in Research Methods can request exemption from this 
course and instead take the Social Explanation and Data Collection course also offered in Michaelmas 
term.  This will need to be approved before the start of Michaelmas term.  Students must take one of 
these courses, and can take both.   

 

Description of the course 

How can social scientists working in the field of criminology be sure that their research is valid and that 
their data are reliable? This course is designed to serve as an introduction to research methods in 
criminology and criminal justice. It is a compulsory course taken by all students, some of whom will have 
little or no previous experience with social science research methods. The course begins by examining 
basic concepts such as causation and correlation, and then proceeds to examine research design issues, 
including threats to validity. We shall examine different research designs including true randomized 
experiments, survey research and forms of qualitative research, as well as covering issues such as the 
process of designed research and ethics. Throughout the option we shall consider research concepts as 
they apply to specific research projects in criminology and criminal justice. The course will help students 
become more sophisticated “consumers” of research in criminology by sensitizing them to the strengths 
and weaknesses of published research. Throughout the course we shall discuss examples of published 
research.  

 

Course Structure 

 

Week 1: Systematic approaches to research (Julian Roberts) 

Week 2: Qualitative research design (Alpa Parmar) 

Week 3: Counting crime (Ben Bradford) 

Week 4: Establishing causality (Julian Roberts) 

Week 5:  Survey Design (Ben Bradford and Julian Roberts) 

Week 6: Designing Research (Julian Roberts) Note: this session class will be divided 

Week 7: Evaluating Published Research (Julian Roberts) 

mailto:julian.roberts@crim.ox.ac.uk
mailto:ben.bradford@crim.ox.ac.uk
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Assessment 

This course will be assessed by means of an essay of up to 3,000 words in length to be submitted at the 
end of Michaelmas term.  

 

Some Background Texts 

Students wishing to read more about research methods in criminology and criminal justice or students 
with no research background and who plan to go on to higher degrees in criminology might wish to 
consult one or more of the following texts. Most of these volumes are available in the Social Sciences 
Library or the Bodleian Law library. We would strongly advise students intending to pursue a career in 
criminology to purchase one of the following research methods texts for current and future reference.  

 

Bachman, R. and Schutt, R. (2011) The Practice of Research in Criminology and Criminal Justice. Fourth 
Edition. London: Pine Forge Press. 

 

Crow, I. and Semmens, N. (2008) Researching Criminology. Maidenhead: Open University Press. 

 

Gadd, D. et al. (2012) The Sage Handbook of Criminological Research Methods. London: Sage. 

 

Hagan, F. (2010) Research Methods in Criminal Justice and Criminology. Eighth Edition. London: Allyn 
and Bacon. 

 

King, R. and Wincup, E. (2010) Doing Research on Crime and Justice. Second edition. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 

 

Neuman, L. et al. (2004) Criminal Justice Research Methods. Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches.  
Toronto: Pearson. 

 

Noaks, L. and Wincup, E. (2008) Criminological Research: Qualitative Approaches. London: Sage. 

 

Palys, T. (2008) Research Decisions. Quantitative and Qualitative Perspectives. Fourth Edition. Toronto: 
Thomson Nelson. 
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SEMINAR ONE: Systematic Approaches to Research 

 

Required Readings 

 

Note: The assigned readings comprise (a) general introductory readings; (b) a reading pertaining to the 
effects of imprisonment. Students should read the general texts first. 

 

Chapter 1: Perspectives on Research in T. Palys (2008) Research Decisions. 4th Edition. Toronto: 
Thomson Nelson. 

 

Chapter 2: The principles of researching criminology from Crow, I. and Semmens, N. (2008) Researching 
Criminology. Maidenhead: Open University Press. 

 

Chapter 7: Mixed method research in Criminology: Why not go both ways? In: Handbook of Quantitative 
Criminology. (2011). New York: Springer. 

 

Case history: the effects of imprisonment 

 

Bonta, J. and Gendreau, P. (1990) Re-examining the cruel and unusual punishment of prison life. Law 
and Human Behavior, 14: 347-372. 

 

Optional Reading 

 

Liebling, A. and Maruna, S. (2005) ‘The Effects of Imprisonment Revisited’. In: The effects of 
Imprisonment. London: Willan. 
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Seminar Discussion Questions 

 

1. What are the principal limitations or weaknesses of the research review reported by Bonta and 
Gendreau? That is, in what way might it be deficient as a guide to the effects of imprisonment? Bonta 
and Andrews have adopted an exclusively quantitative approach to researching the effects of 
imprisonment upon prisoners. What specific kinds of qualitative alternatives were/ are available to 
researchers interested in this issue? 

 

2. Is it possible to conduct research on this controversial question without adopting any ideological 
position regarding imprisonment as an acceptable penal sanction?  

 

3. In a response commentary to the Bonta & Gendreau article (which you have not been asked to read), 
one of the authors argues that we already know enough about the effects of imprisonment from prison 
memoirs and related “unscientific” materials. What is your reaction to this assertion? 

 

4. Is there a “burden of proof” issue here, in the sense that researchers are under a burden of proof to 
disprove, rather than prove, adverse psychological and physical effects of incarceration? 

 

5. Are there any specific issues within the general area of “effects of imprisonment” which are more 
amenable to one approach to research? 

 

6. Is there any role for interviews with correctional officials – prison officers etc – in a project examining 
the effects of imprisonment on prisoners? 

 

7. If we accept the conclusions of this article – that the adverse effects of imprisonment have been 
overstated – what policy lessons should be drawn about the use of custody as a sanction? How do you 
evaluate the policy lessons or implications drawn by Bonta and Gendreau at the end of their review? 

 

8. Is there any evidence that researchers in the area have let their attitudes towards the use of custody 
as a sanction influence their research? How might researchers best set aside their personal views – what 
safeguards can be put in place to ensure that bias does not affect research outcomes? 

 

9. Should researchers adopting a single approach to researching a problem (qualitative or quantitative) 
add a “health warning” at the end of their article alerting the reader that an alternative approach may 
yield different research outcomes? 

 

 



5 

 

SEMINAR TWO: Qualitative Research 

 

This seminar explores the principles of qualitative research design and consider the question of what 
makes a good qualitative research study. We will consider some of the fundamental assumptions 
underpinning qualitative research and why we might choose particular qualitative methods. 

 

Required Readings 

 

Denzin, N.K. (2009) ‘The Elephant in the Living Room: Or Extending the Conversation about the Politics 
of Evidence’, Qualitative Research, 9:139.  

 

King, R. and E. Wincup. (2008). ‘The process of criminological research’ in R. King and E. Wincup, Doing 
Research on Crime and Justice, OUP, Ch. 1. 

 

Maxwell, J. (2013) Qualitative Research Design: An Interactive Approach, Sage.  Chapters 4, 5 and 7. 

 

Morse, J.M., Barrett, M., Mayan, M., Olson, K., and Spiers, J (2002) ‘Verification Strategies for 
Establishing Reliability and Validity in Qualitative Research’. International Journal of Qualitative 
Methods. 1:2 

 

Further Reading 

 

Maxwell, J. (2013) Qualitative Research Design: An Interactive Approach, Sage.  Remaining chapters.  

 

Silverman, D. (2013) Doing Qualitative Research, Fourth Edition. London: Sage. Part One. 

 

Issues for discussion 

 

The philosophical basis of qualitative research 

Considerations in designing a study 

How to develop good research questions 

Validity, reliability and generalizability in qualitative research 

What should be the criteria for evaluating qualitative research?  
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Seminar 3: Counting Crime 

 

In this seminar we shall consider one of the central questions in the field of criminology: how to 
measure crime. We shall explore the pitfalls of official (i.e., police recorded) statistics and will examine 
alternative measures of criminal behaviour, including victimization surveys such as the Crime Survey of 
England and Wales (CSEW) (formerly the British Crime Survey (BCS)). As with other victimization surveys 
such as the National Crime Victimization Surveys in the US, the CSEW provides an important “check” 
upon police-recorded crime statistics. 

 

Required Readings 

 

Maguire, M.  (2012) Crime Statistics. Chapter 10 in The Oxford Handbook of Criminology. Fifth Edition. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 

Bradford, B. and MacQueen, S. (2015) Victimization surveys: tools for research and policy, sites of 
contest and debate, in Tonry, M. (ed.) Oxford Handbooks Online: Criminology and Criminal Justice. 

 

Hough, M. and Maxfield, M. (2007) Surveying Crime in the 21st Century. Cullompton: Willan. Chapter 2. 

 

Statistical News Release: Crime in England and Wales, year ending March 2016.  

 

Gadd, D. et al. (2012) The Sage Handbook of Criminological Research Methods. London: Sage. Chapter 
17, Assessing Crime Through International Victimization Surveys. 
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Questions to consider 

 

1. What are the principal advantages and disadvantages associated with measuring crime (and 
crime trends) by means of a victimization survey such as the Crime Survey of England and Wales 
(CSEW)? What are the principal critiques of the CSEW noted by Maguire (2012)? 

 

2. What sources of error are likely to be introduced by victimization surveys? That is, what kinds of 
factors are likely to distort the picture of crime derived from such surveys? 

 

3. In addition to providing a useful “check” upon “official” crime statistics derived from the police, 
are there any other useful purposes served by victimizations surveys such as the CSEW? 

 

4. What does Maguire (2012) conclude about the shapes of crime trends emerging from the CSEW 
and the official crime statistics? 

 

5. If the crime picture emerging from official (i.e., police-based) statistics is different from that 
which emerges from victimization surveys, which is likely to be the most accurate (assuming an 
equivalent period of data coverage)? 

 

6. What are some of the problems of comparing crime rates across different 
countries/jurisdictions? 

 

7. “Comparing official crime statistics with victimization survey data is like comparing apples and 
oranges”. How much truth is there to this assertion?  

 

8. If a member of the public asked you to describe recent crime trends in Britain, how would you 
answer? 

 
9. For which kinds of offences are official crime statistics likely to be most accurate and for which 

are they likely to be inaccurate? 
 

10. Most offenders appearing in court face multiple charges, often arising from the same criminal 
“episode”. With respect to compilation of statistics, criminal justice agencies around the world 
generally use an MSO (most serious offence) rule when compiling crime statistics. This means 
that only the most serious offence charged enters the statistical database in multiple charge 
cases. What implications does this have for crime statistics? 
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SEMINAR Four: Establishing Causality in Research 

 

This seminar will explore the question of causality in research. Establishing causality represents an 
important challenge for researchers in criminology who are usually unable to randomly assign subjects 
or experimental units to treatments. We shall discuss correlational, experimental, and quasi-
experimental designs, using actual research studies as illustrations, discussing the potential weaknesses 
of each design. 

 

Required Readings 

General Reading: 

Gerring, J. (2012) Social Science Methodology: A Unified Framework. Cambridge: CUP. Chapters 3 and 8. 

 

Wikstrom, P. (2008) In search of causes and explanations of crime. Chapter 4 in Doing Research on Crime 
and Justice. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 

Research Illustrations 

Danziger, S. et al. (2011) Extraneous Factors in Judicial Decisions. Proceedings of the National Academy 
of Sciences of the United States of America, 108: 6889-6892. 

 

Weinshall-Margel, K. and Shapard, J. (2011) Overlooked Factors in the analysis of parole decisions. 
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America, 108: E883. 

 

Levitt, S.D. (2004), ‘Understanding why crime fell in the 1990s: Four factors that explain the decline and 
six that do not’. Journal of Economic Perspectives 18(1): 163-190. 

Zimring, F.E. (2007), The Great American Crime Decline. New York: Oxford University Press. Chapters 1, 3, 
6 and 8. 

 

Issues for Discussion  

Correlation vs. Causation: how to infer causality in the absence of a true experimental design 

Independent and Dependent Variables 

The concepts of validity and reliability: which is more important? 

Field vs. Laboratory Research Designs 

Experimental simulations: what are their limits? Where are they most useful/ appropriate? 

What does random assignment achieve and when may it not be the most appropriate way to assign 
subjects to treatments? 
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SEMINAR FIVE: Seminar Five: Survey Research 

 
This seminar explores survey-based research. After introducing the basic concept of statistical inference, 
key issues for discussion will be: when and why surveys of populations or particular groups should be 
used (and when and why they should not); sampling and sample design; question design; and dealing 
with non-response. 
 
Required Readings 
 
Converse, J. M. and Presser, S. (1986) Survey Questions: Handcrafting the Standardized Questionnaire. 
Sage University Paper series on Quantitative Applications in the Social Sciences, No. 07-063. Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 
 
Bachman, R. and Schutt, R. (2011) The Practice of Research in Criminology and Criminal Justice. Fourth 
Edition. London: Pine Forge Press. Chapter 3, 4 and 7. 
 
Additional Readings 
 
Farrall, S., Bannister, J., Ditton, J. and Glichrist, E. (1997). Questioning the Measurement of the ‘Fear of 
Crime’. British Journal of Criminology 37(4): 658-679. 
 
Gray, E., Jackson, J. and Farrall, S. (2011). Feelings and Function in the Fear of Crime. Applying a New 
Approach to Victimization Insecurity. British Journal of Criminology 51(1): 75-94. 
 
 
Issues for discussion 
 
Developing research hypotheses 
 
Defining concepts 
 
Matching questions to concepts 
 
Developing question sets 
 
Validity, reliability and generalizability 
 
Interpreting the results of surveys 
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Seminar Six: Designing Research in Criminology 

The goal of this seminar is to develop students’ ability to design good research. We shall start by 
considering some general hypotheses or research questions, and then move to consider specific research 
designs, potential threats to validity etc. In the seminar we shall collectively design some research studies 
addressing two or possibly three research questions. This seminar will examine some of the key issues 
that need to be considered when different methods are employed in one study. What does it mean to 
‘mix’ methods? What are the strengths of bringing qualitative and quantitative methods together, and 
what are some of the challenges that researchers might face? In this seminar we will critically examine 
some examples of mixed methods research in criminology and consider how these studies have ‘made 
sense’ of data generated by different strategies.  

Readings 

Jupp, V. (2006) Formulating Research Problems. Chapter 1 in V. Jupp et al. (eds.) Doing Criminological 
Research. London: Sage. 

 

Crow, I. and Semmens, N. (2008) Chapter 3 “Designing criminological research” in Researching 
Criminology. Maidenhead: Open University Press. 

 

Bryman, A. (2008) ‘Planning a Research Project and Formulating Research Questions’, Chapter 3. In 
Social Research Methods. Third edition. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

 

Brady, B. and O’Regan, C. (2009) ‘Meeting the Challenge of Doing an RCT Evaluation of Youth Mentoring 
in Ireland: A Journey in Mixed Methods’. Journal of Mixed Methods Research. 3, 3: 265-280. 

 

Maruna, S. (2010) ‘Mixed Methods Research in Criminology: Why Not Go Both Ways?’ in Piquero, A.R. 
and Weisburd, D. (eds.) Handbook of Quantitative Criminology. Springer.  

 

Further Reading 

Teddlie, C.B. and Tashakkori, A. (2009) Foundations of Mixed Methods Research: Integrating Quantitative 
and Qualitative Approaches in the Social and Behavioral Sciences. Sage. 

 

Issues for Discussion  

How to develop good research questions 

How to identify appropriate independent and dependent variables 

How to select the appropriate research design 

How to address relevant threats to validity 

What kinds of conclusions to draw from the data 
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SEMINAR Seven: Evaluating Published Research 

 

Researchers often make claims about their research that are not supported by the actual data. The 
purpose of this seminar is to hone students’ evaluative skills by critically examining two published 
research articles in criminal justice. We shall discuss these articles carefully with a view to establishing 
the weaknesses of the research: has the author proven what he or she claims to have proved? What 
alternative explanations may exist for the research findings? Have all relevant threats to validity been 
addressed or at least considered? As was the case in the first week’s readings, texts this week comprise 
some general material, and then the specific articles to be critiqued. We will the two articles (Stevens; 
Zinger) in class. 

 

Readings 

 

General 

Appendix B and Appendix C “Questions to ask about a research article” and “How to read a research 
article” from Bachman, R. and Schutt, R. (2003) The Practice of Research in Criminology and Criminal 
Justice. Second Edition. London: Pine Forge Press. 

 

Chapter 4: Doing Evaluation Research in Criminology: balancing scientific and practical demands. In: R. 
king and E. Wincup (eds.) (2010) Doing Research on Crime and Justice. Oxford: OUP. 

 

Chapter 3: How to Know if a Piece of Research is Good/ Valuable. In: Controversies in Criminal Justice 
Research. (2008)  Anderson. 

 

Article to Critique  

Article: Stevens, D. (1995) The impact of time served and custody level on offender attitudes. Forum on 
Corrections Research, 7: 12-14. Note: this reading will be distributed to students at the beginning of 
term. 
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