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A B S T R A C T  A N D  A R T I C L E  I N F O R M A T I O N 

 

Rational choice theory has received a fair amount of attention from criminal justice scholars and societal policy makers 
looking for an alternative to traditional deterministic theories of criminal behavior and is a core feature of several major 
criminological theories.  In an effort to provide a more comprehensive perspective on criminal decision-making, the 
current paper highlights the role of emotion in the choice process and reviews factors that increase the likelihood of 
antisocial outcomes.  The result is a theory of decision-making in which the individual is believed to act on the 
hedonistic and moral emotions that guide moral decision-making and where irrelevant emotions are enhanced and 
relevant emotions dampened by cognitive and situational factors that, in the end, serve as the foundation for criminal 
choice.   
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Grounded in the early philosophical writings of 

Cesare Beccaria (1738–1794) and Jeremy Bentham 
(1748–1832) and what would eventually become 
known as the classical school of criminology, rational 
choice theory has become a major force in modern-
day criminology.  It is a core feature of several major 
criminological theories—deterrence theory 
(Paternoster, 2010), routine activity theory (Cohen & 
Felson, 1979), social learning theory (Akers, 1998), 
general strain theory (Agnew, 1992), social 
interactionism (Tedeschi & Felson, 1994), and 
Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) general theory of 
crime, to name just a few—and one popular approach 
to crime control—situational crime prevention 
(Clarke, 2009).  In contrast to deterministic theories 
of criminality and criminal justice, rational choice 
theory maintains that criminals and non-criminals 

differ only in the choices they make.  The purpose of 
this paper is to explore the role of emotions in 
decision-making and provide an alternative view of 
criminal decision-making that incorporates both the 
rational and nonrational elements of the criminal 
choice process. 

Rational Choice Theory 

Rational choice theory (RCT) is based on a 
number of principles, seven of which are listed below 
(Gul, 2009): 
 

1. Rationality: The human being is a rational 
actor. 
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2. Utility: The actor makes means/ends 
calculations as part of the decision-making 
process. 
 

3. Hedonism: In making means/ends 
calculations, the actor seeks to maximize 
pleasure and minimize pain. 
 

4. Expectations: It is the anticipation of pain or 
pleasure that directs the decision. 
 

5. Social Exchange: The decision the actor 
makes is the culmination of a cost-benefit 
analysis of different courses of action that 
are available to him or her at any one 
particular point in time. 
 

6. Bounded rationality: The actor evaluates 
alternatives within the limits of his or her 
knowledge and abilities.  
 

7. Punishment: The effectiveness of a legal or 
extralegal sanction is a function of the 
certainty, celerity (swiftness), and severity 
of punishment. 
 

RCT borrows extensively from economic 
theories of choice behavior (Becker, 1968; Schmidt 
& Witte, 1984) but without the complex 
mathematical formulae economic theorists use to 
calculate the costs and benefits of crime.  The version 
of RCT that has received the greatest measure of 
attention and empirical support in the field of 
criminology is the Reasoning Criminal perspective 
proposed by Cornish and Clarke (1985, 1986).  In 
presenting their views on criminal decision-making, 
Cornish and Clarke (1986) hypothesized that 
offenders assess the likely consequences of their 
actions before engaging in crime.  Their principal 
goal, however, was not to construct a complete 
explanation of criminal decision-making, but to 
provide justification for a policy of situational crime 
prevention (Clarke, 2014).  Therefore, while they 
concede that offender rationality is bounded by 
limitations in human information processing, 
situational context, and emotions, they never 
integrated these constructs into their theory (Wortley, 
2014).  One prominent limitation of RCT in general 
and Cornish and Clarke’s (1986) perspective in 
particular is that the affective or emotional aspects of 
crime and criminal decision-making are not well 
integrated into the theory (de Haan & Vos, 2003).  
Thus, where RCT does a fairly good job of 
explaining economic/acquisitive crime, it does a less 
adequate job of explaining non-economic or 
expressive crime (Hayward, 2007). 

In describing the evolution of nonrational choice 
theories of economic behavior, Zafirovski (2012) 
estimates that one-third to one-half of all economic 
decisions represent emotional or nonrational choices, 
activities, and outcomes.  Add to this the fact that 
Pratt and Cullen (2005), in a meta-analysis of 
existing studies on rational choice theory and crime, 
discerned that macro criminal justice indicators 
related to RCT predicted criminal behavior only 
weakly and that introducing deterrence-based social 
policies, from increasing the size of police 
departments to passing “get tough on crime” 
legislation, had virtually no effect on the crime rate.  
When the respective abilities of the three principal 
components of deterrence theory—i.e., the certainty, 
celerity, and severity of punishment—were analyzed 
and compared, only one of the three (certainty) had 
any effect on crime, and the effect was modest 
(Paternoster, 2010).  These research findings indicate 
that RCT requires something more than what it 
currently possesses to effectively predict and manage 
crime.  The missing element, according to the current 
paper, is greater attention to emotion in the decision-
making process.     

In an effort to address the limitations of RCT 
several groups of researchers have conducted studies 
designed to highlight the role of emotion and affect in 
the criminal decision-making process.  Lindegaard, 
Bernasco, Jacques, and Zevenbergen (2014), for 
instance, examined the role of emotion in robbery by 
conducting interviews with 76 robbers.  The results 
of their study indicated that different emotions were 
instrumental at different points in the robbery 
sequence, but that fear was dominant before and 
during the robbery, and happiness was dominant after 
the robbery.  In a study using male and female 
undergraduates as subjects, Bouffard (2014) showed 
that sexual arousal contributed to a rise in the 
perceived benefits of coercive sexual behavior in men 
as well as in women.  Using two different groups of 
college students, Van Gelder, Reynald, and Elffers 
(2014) determined that anger consistently encouraged 
participants to retaliate against the person they 
believed was responsible for their anger, even if that 
meant being dishonest or underhanded in achieving 
their goals.  The premise of this paper, then, is that 
greater consideration of the role of emotion in 
criminal and non-criminal decision-making will 
inform and improve criminological theory. 

Emotion in Human Decision-making 

Linking Emotion to Choice 

There are a number of reasons why 
criminologists have rejected RCT as a complete 
explanation of crime.  One has been its weak ability 
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to explain expressive crime and the role of 
impulsivity in the commission of these type offenses.  
In an early study on this issue, Forgas (1991) 
determined that negative mood states often led to 
reduced impulsivity and risky decision-making, 
whereas positive mood states led to increased 
impulsivity and risky decision-making.  A decade 
later, Gordon and Arian (2001) ascertained that 
situational factors played a potentially important role 
in the relationship between emotions and decision-
making.  In this study, decision-making was 
dominated by emotion under conditions of high threat 
but not under conditions of low threat.  Under 
conditions of low threat, decision-making was 
modulated by a blending of emotion and logic.  In a 
third study, cognitive modulation of emotion was 
found to reduce impulsivity and risky decision-
making compared to participants who were instructed 
not to cognitively regulate their emotions (Martin & 
Delgado, 2011). 

Emotions not only interfere with decision-
making, they also facilitate it.  Damasio (1994) 
created the somatic marker hypothesis to illustrate 
how people use emotion to make decisions.  The 
founding premise of the somatic marker hypothesis is 
that in addition to weighing the perceived costs and 
benefits of alternate courses of action, people also 
weigh the emotional quality of each potential 
outcome.  Damasio (1994) defines somatic markers 
as associations between reinforcing stimuli and 
physiological responses (specific emotions plus their 
allied bodily reactions).  These physiological 
reactions bias the individual toward certain options 
(“feels right”) and away from other options (“feels 
wrong”).  In essence, somatic markers simplify and 
speed up the decision-making process.  According to 
Damasio (1994), bodily change and affect interact in 
two principal ways: Bodily or somatic change 
projects directly to the brain where it evokes an 
emotion (“body loop”: e.g., seeing a snake on the 
trail in front of one elicits a fear response) or a 
cognitive representation of the emotion evokes the 
emotion and brings about a corresponding change in 
the body or soma (“as if body loop”: e.g., thinking 
about the possibility of seeing a snake on the trail up 
ahead elicits a fear response).      

Neuroanatomical Underpinnings 

Damasio’s (1994) somatic marker hypothesis 
implies that emotions impact decision-making 
through specific brain structures and pathways.  One 
theory holds that the orbitofrontal cortex is the site 
where emotions interface with bodily signals to affect 
the decisions we make.  Lesions in this area of the 
brain have been found to interfere with the 
processing of somatic and emotional responses and 

have been linked to a range of antisocial behaviors 
(Bechara, Damasio, & Damasio, 2000).  Consistent 
with the somatic marker hypothesis, activity in the 
lateral orbitofrontal cortex has been shown to guide 
decision-making.  In fact, neural activity in this area 
can both inhibit emotional information that is not 
contextually relevant to a decision and highlight 
emotional information that is contextually relevant to 
a decision (Beer, Knight, & D’Esposito, 2006).  The 
orbitofrontal cortex may also be involved in the 
development of the complex emotional-perceptual 
process of empathy (Shamay-Tsoory, Harari, 
Aharon-Perez, & Levkovitz, 2010). 

The orbitofrontal cortex is part of the paralimbic 
system.  A core limbic structure, the amygdala, may 
also play a leading role in the decision-making 
process via its effect on emotion.  It has been 
speculated that the amygdala creates an emotional 
response that mediates the relationship between a 
decision and its outcome, reward versus punishment 
(Everitt, Cardinal, Parkinson, & Robbins, 2003).  
Individuals with damage to the amygdala lack this 
vital feedback loop (Gupta, Koscik, Bechara, & 
Tranel, 2011).  According to the results of a recent 
study, the amygdala is involved in cognitive 
modulation of emotion during the process of 
decision-making (Sokol-Hessner, Camerer, & Phelps, 
2013).  The dopamine-rich striatum (caudate nucleus 
and putamen) is another brain region that has been 
implicated as a possible mediator of the emotion-
decision-making relationship.  A recent review 
showed that in antisocial individuals, the striatum 
may not be properly processing the absence of 
reward; consequently, the organism continues to 
respond to a non-rewarding stimulus as if it were 
receiving reinforcement (Glenn & Yang, 2012).     

Developmental Context 

The decision-making process can also be viewed 
within a developmental context.  After all, we would 
not expect an 8-year old child to display the same 
level of decision-making ability as an 18-year old 
young adult.  Eighteen-year olds have more life 
experience and more efficient brains and are 
therefore more capable of making informed decisions 
than 8-year olds.  The individual roles of emotion, 
situational factors, and limbic and striatal brain 
structures in the decision-making process also vary as 
a function of age.  Blakemore and Robbins (2012), 
for instance, note that adolescents are more likely to 
engage in risky decision-making than either children 
or adults, especially when emotions are high, peers 
are present, and self-esteem is at stake.  These “hot” 
situations appear to interfere with the rational choice 
process and increase the individual’s chances of 
making a risky decision.    
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Young children often report feeling happy after 
committing a moral transgression (Arsenio, Adams, 
& Gold, 2006), whereas adolescents, particularly 
older adolescents, are more apt to experience positive 
feelings following a moral choice (Malti, Keller, & 
Buchmann, 2012).  This may be partly the result of a 
developing sense of empathy.  There are several 
developmental tasks that contribute to the formation 
of empathy, but one of the most important is a 
nascent “theory of mind” in which the child learns to 
ascribe thoughts, feelings, knowledge, and intentions 
to others (Premack & Woodruff, 1978).  Studies 
show that “theory of mind” has both cognitive and 
affective elements and that the affective elements 
continue developing over the course of adolescence 
and may bring about changes in the orbitofrontal 
cortex (Blakemore & Robbins, 2012; Sebastian et al., 
2011; Shamay-Tsoory et al., 2010).    

The Role of Temperament 

In conceptualizing the manner in which criminal 
decision-making supports criminal behavior, it is 
important to keep in mind that decision-making is a 
function of emotion and cognition and that emotion 
and cognition are, in turn, a function of certain 
neuroanatomical and developmental factors.  These 
neuroanatomical and developmental factors are 
themselves components of temperament.  
Developmental psychologists define temperament as 
a predisposition to respond to the environment in 
specific ways (Rothbart, 2007).  Whereas 
temperament begins as a genetic disposition, it is 
shaped by ongoing interactions with the environment, 
starting in the womb and ending only in death 
(Kagan, 2010).  The neuroanatomical and 
developmental underpinnings of criminal decision-
making, in fact, owe their existence to temperament.    
Temperament is normally measured in dimensions 
and two dimensions, in particular, are believed to be 
central to criminality: fearlessness and disinhibition 
(Walters, 2012).  Whereas fearlessness entails poor 
fear conditioning, disinhibition entails weak 
behavioral controls.  Neurophysiologically, 
fearlessness is believed to stem from limbic system 
hypofunction in areas like the amygdala (Cherbuin et 
al., 2008), weak empathy, and proactive criminal 
thinking.  Disinhibition, on the other hand, is 
considered to be the result of a hyperfunctioning 
striatum and hypofunctioning hippocampus (Sah, 
Faber, Lopez de Armentia, & Power, 2003), weak 
impulse control, and reactive criminal thinking.  
Research indicates that low gray matter 
concentrations in the amygdala and hippocampus 
correlate with fearlessness and disinhibition, 
respectively (Walters & Kiehl, in press), and that 
 

proactive criminal thinking is more closely tied to 
fearlessness and reactive criminal thinking to 
disinhibition (Walters, 2015); the developmental 
aspects of the two dimensions, however, remain to be 
worked out.     

Moral Emotions and Expectancies 

It would appear that emotions and relevant areas 
of the central nervous system involved in the 
manufacture and suppression of emotion (limbic 
structures and striatum) impact decision-making by 
means of the “body loop” and “as if body loop,” both 
of which function within a developmental context 
and can be considered aspects of temperament.  But 
how, the reader might ask, does this translate into a 
decision?  I would argue that one way emotions 
impact on decisions is via moral emotions and 
expectancies.  It has been stated that moral emotions 
link moral standards to moral behavior (Tangney, 
Stuewig, & Mashek, 2007).  Moral in this case means 
consistent with one’s moral standards.  Hence, if I 
hold to a moral standard that “stealing is wrong,” but 
go ahead and steal anyway, I may feel guilty and 
ashamed.  If I end up getting caught and punished, 
the guilt will probably become even stronger, and the 
notion that “stealing is wrong” may become even 
more ingrained in my moral belief system.  This, 
then, is a moral emotion that registers as positive in 
the case of a moral decision (pride, empathy) and 
negative in the case of a counter-moral decision 
(guilt, shame). 

The role of moral emotions is to provide 
feedback on how well one’s decision matches one’s 
moral standards.  To understand how individuals act 
on their moral emotions in making decisions, we 
must consider moral expectancies.  A moral 
expectancy is how we expect to feel if we were to put 
a particular decision into action.  Because it precedes 
the decision it provides us with feedback on how well 
the decision conforms to our moral standards 
(Loewenstein & Lerner, 2003).  If I think about 
stealing and feel guilty about the act, fearful of other 
people’s reactions, or ashamed of what other people 
might think, then I am much less likely to steal, no 
matter how tempting or available the opportunity.  
Krettenauer, Jia, and Mosleh (2011) conducted an 
experiment on 160 adolescents in which moral 
expectancies were found to influence decision-
making in both antisocial and prosocial contexts.  In 
the antisocial context, negative expectancies of one’s 
failure to act morally (guilt) predicted moral choices.  
In the prosocial context, positive expectancies of 
one’s success in acting morally (pride) predicted 
moral choices. 
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A Theory of Rational and Nonrational Choice 

The current framework is related in some ways 
to Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky’s early work 
on heuristics and cognitive biases in general decision-
making (Kahneman & Tversky, 1973, 1979; Tversky 
& Kahneman, 1974) but with a focus on criminal 
decision-making, which may or may not be different 
from everyday decision-making.  In constructing a 
theory of rational and nonrational choice and crime, I 
have attempted to integrate what might be considered 
the greatest oversight of the rational choice theory of 
crime—i.e., emotion—with what is perhaps its 
greatest strength—i.e., the utilitarian framework. 
The first level of this integrated theory consists of a 
series of bidirectional relationships between a 
person’s hedonistic and moral belief systems, a 
decision, and a resulting outcome.  The second level 
of the theory consists of hedonistic (e.g., anger, 
pleasure) and moral (e.g., guilty, pride) emotions.  
Properly modulated hedonistic emotions inform 
decision-making.  Poorly modulated hedonistic 
emotions, by contrast, disrupt the utilitarian decision-
making process.  Moral emotions inform the 
utilitarian decision-making process by allowing 
standards from the moral belief system to influence 
one’s decision.  The third level of the theory consists 
of situational, neuroanatomical, developmental, and 
criminal thinking influences that stimulate 
contextually irrelevant (to the decision) hedonistic 
emotion, on the one hand, and situational, 
developmental, and criminal thinking factors that 
inhibit contextually relevant moral emotion, on the 
other hand. 

At all three levels of the theory used to explain 
criminal decision-making in this paper, the individual 
acts on his or her emotions, thinking styles, 
environment, and neurodevelopmental context in 
arriving at a decision, rather than being acted upon by 
these same emotional, cognitive, environmental, and 
neurodevelopmental factors.  All three levels of the 
theory and their relationships are depicted in Figure 
1.  To help clarify the model and make it more 
understandable to the reader, an example of a newly 
released prisoner contemplating the possibility of 
robbing a bank will be used to illustrate each level of 
the model.  We will call this individual Bob. 

The Hedonistic Belief System 

The hedonistic belief system is coded with 
reward experiences and associations between 
environmental stimuli and emotions from the past.  It 
could be considered a repository of reward 
experiences or a roadmap of a person’s reinforcement 
history.  The significance of the hedonistic belief 
system to the decision-making process is that it 

provides the decision-maker with information on the 
subjective value he or she assigns to various options 
(i.e., it serves a heuristic function).  The hedonistic 
belief system has strong ties to the dopamine-rich 
striatum and associated ventral tegmental area (VTA) 
as well as a limbic structure known as the 
hippocampus.  Dopamine is an excitatory 
neurotransmitter that is released under conditions of 
excitement, pleasure, and reward.  As such, it 
provides feedback on the kinds of actions that lead to 
rewarding outcomes.  Properly modulated by 
serotonin receptors in the hippocampus and 
elsewhere, this information can be useful in making 
quick and efficient decisions.  Unmodulated, the 
hedonistic belief system can promote risky decision-
making and temporal discounting.  As represented by 
the double arrows in Figure 1, the hedonistic belief 
system shapes a person’s decisions and is, in turn, 
shaped by these decisions as well as their outcomes 
(feedback loop).   

 
Hedonistic Emotions. Hedonistic emotions like 

anger, frustration, urgency, excitement, and pleasure 
demand immediate gratification and derive 
conceptually from the hedonistic belief system.  
These emotions, which call for immediate action, are 
considered relevant when they are properly 
modulated and assist rather than interfere with 
decision-making.  Hedonistic emotions are 
modulated by both cognitive and neurochemical 
processes, and they assist the decision-making 
process by providing feedback on positively 
reinforcing stimuli and events.  These emotions are 
labeled as irrelevant when they are unmodulated and 
interfere with one’s ability to make a balanced or 
reasoned decision.  Situational and emotional factors, 
if not properly modulated, will interfere with 
decision-making (Bowen, Roberts, Kocian, & 
Bartula, 2014).  After reviewing the literature on 
emotion and problem solving, Angie, Connelly, 
Waples, and Kligyte (2011) concluded that anger 
often leads to risky decision-making, with the 
strongest contrast being between anger and guilt.  In 
other words, anger is highly capable of disrupting the 
decision-making process whereas guilt may provide 
the moral guidance required for balanced decision-
making. 

Emotions like anger, frustration, and excitement 
are often stimulated or amplified by situational 
(stress, peers) and cognitive (reactive criminal 
thinking) factors (see Figure 1).  Emotional 
enhancement is one way emotions impact on 
decision-making; the other way emotions impact on 
decision-making is through a process of emotional 
dampening, as exemplified by an antisocial moral 
belief system.  Youth who are under stress or who are  
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Figure 1. The Rational/Nonrational Choice Model 

 

 

Note. + = excitatory influence; - = inhibitory influence. 
 
 
trying to impress their peers are more apt to engage 
in risky decision-making than youth who are not 
under stress or who are not trying to impress their 
peers.  Reactive criminal thinking styles like cutoff, 
cognitive indolence, and discontinuity (see Table 1) 
may enhance hedonistic emotions like anger, 
frustration, urgency, excitement, and pleasure such 
that they interfere with one’s ability to effectively 
solve a problem.  Table 2 lists the three reactive 
thinking styles and the emotions they typically elicit.  
They are referred to as reactive because they 
encourage the individual to react emotionally to the 
environment and lead to a “hot-blooded” response in 
contrast to the calculated, “cold-blooded” actions 
elicited by proactive criminal thinking (Walters, 
2012).     

Impulsivity can result from low self-control or 
temporal discounting.  Whereas low self-control 
denotes a lack of awareness of future consequences 
or inability to prevent oneself from selecting a small 
short-term reward over a larger long-term reward, 
temporal discounting involves failure to take long-
term rewards into account when making a decision 
despite being aware the long-term reward is larger 
than the short-term reward (Marcus, 2004).  Research 
indicates that offenders exhibit higher levels of 
temporal discounting than non-offenders (Arantes, 
Berg, Lawlor, & Grace, 2013; Hanoch, Rolison, & 
Gummerum, 2013).  Consistent with the hypothesis 
that reactive criminal thinking can interfere with 
decision-making by stimulating irrelevant emotion, 
Varghese, Charlton, Wood, and Trower (2014) 



 DECISION TO COMMIT CRIME 7 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 16, Issue 3 

discovered that temporal discounting correlated with 
reactive criminal thinking but not proactive criminal 
thinking in a group of 146 male inmates five months 
short of release. 

Bob, the individual who was just recently 
released from prison and is contemplating robbing a 
bank, will be used to illustrate how the hedonistic 
belief system operates.  We note that Bob has no 
family other than a brother who lives in another state, 
and his only friends are old crime partners and 
individuals he met in prison.  He made several half-
hearted attempts to find a job when he was first 
released but nothing materialized, and he has since 
given up looking for legitimate employment.  At this 
point in time, Bob is frustrated, angry, and desperate.  
In addition, he is experiencing high levels of 
hedonistic emotion in both its positive (anticipating 
the thrill of committing a crime again) and negative 
(anger and frustration) forms, and his thinking is 
characterized by a hair-trigger cutoff and pervasive 
discontinuity.  His decision-making will accordingly 
be less than optimal because he is now acting on 
hedonistic emotions that are clouding his judgment.                 

The Moral Belief System 

The moral belief system is composed of 
standards, norms, values, and morally relevant 
elements of a person’s self- and world-views, such as 
reflected appraisals and notions of fairness. Like the 
hedonistic belief system, it is locked in reciprocal 
association with decisions and outcomes.  Continued 
involvement in criminal activity can lead to an 
expanding antisocial moral belief system and further 
decisions to commit crime.  In fact, this is one way 
criminal decisions are made.  Those with an 
antisocial moral belief system are antagonistic toward 
society and because crime tends to run counter to the 
conventional social order, such individuals frequently 
favor the criminal option.  Most offenders do not 
appear to possess an entirely antisocial moral belief 
system, however, given the frequency with which 
neutralization is used by a large portion of society’s 
lawbreakers to eliminate guilt and justify criminal 
activity (Maruna & Copes, 2005; Sykes & Matza, 
1957).  This means that other avenues of criminal - 
must be responsible for the bulk of criminality found 
in society. 
 

Moral Emotions. While hedonistic emotions 
facilitate criminal decision-making by their presence, 
flooding the individual with irrelevant emotion that 
demands immediate attention, moral emotions 
facilitate criminal decision-making by their absence.  
The neutralization (Sykes & Matza, 1957) of moral 
emotion leads to a purely rational choice with 
minimal input or guidance from the moral belief 

system.  Hence, the individual is acting exclusively 
on the basis of rational considerations with minimal 
input from nonrational sources of information (i.e., 
empathy, compassion).  Once moral emotion is 
deleted from the decision-making calculus we are left 
with a cold and calculated decision devoid of any 
moral considerations.  There is no right or wrong, just 
that which is most expedient.  A good example of this 
process is supplied by Earley (1992) in his book 
about life in Leavenworth federal penitentiary.  In the 
book, an inmate by the name of Carl Bowles coldly 
recounts how after escaping from custody and nearly 
killing an FBI agent, he kidnapped an elderly couple, 
stole their car, took them to an isolated field, and 
executed them, all in an attempt to buy himself a few 
extra hours on the streets.  It was a cold and 
calculated decision without any of the emotion or 
moral deliberation that guides a well-modulated 
decision.  Still, in all, he felt the need to inform the 
couple just prior to executing them that he held no 
animosity towards them and hoped they felt the same 
way towards him. 

Whereas reactive criminal thinking interferes 
with decision-making by stimulating irrelevant 
emotion, proactive criminal thinking (see Table 1) 
interferes with decision-making by inhibiting relevant 
emotion.  It is postulated that each proactive thinking 
style is capable of neutralizing a different set of 
moral emotions.  Hence, mollification is most adept 
at reducing guilt and remorse, entitlement is better at 
neutralizing empathy, power orientation is good for 
neutralizing shame, and superoptimism is best at 
neutralizing pride and fear (see Table 2).  When a 
person decides to commit an act that conflicts with 
his or her moral belief system, he or she can use one 
of these thinking styles to reduce the moral emotion, 
which will then serve to reduce if not eliminate the 
conflict.  Whether the individual is committing a 
crime or informing on a crime partner, the process is 
the same: dampen the moral emotion (guilt, shame, 
or pride) by accessing one or more proactive criminal 
thinking styles.  Situational factors that threaten the 
individual’s status or identity can also serve as an 
impetus for dampened moral emotions and 
neurodevelopmental factors that make it difficult for 
the individual to consider other people’s feelings 
(weak empathy and perspective taking) add further to 
the neutralization process.    

Once the moral emotions are eliminated, we are 
left with the utilitarian decision to commit or not 
commit a crime.  Thus, dampening relevant moral 
emotions with proactive criminal thinking leads to a 
situation where rational choice is less than optimal.  
Psychopathic murderers are more likely to use cold-
blooded logic in their decisions to murder someone, 
which contrasts sharply with the largely impulsive  
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Table 1: Descriptions of the Nine Thinking Styles 
 

Thinking Style Description 

Reactive                           Impulsive, spontaneous, reckless, and hot-blooded cognitive approach 

Cutoff Rapid elimination of deterrents through a single word or phrase 

Cognitive Indolence Lazy and haphazard thinking and general lack of critical reasoning 

Discontinuity Failure to follow-through on goals and plans; lack of consistency 

Proactive                          Planning, plotting, scheming, and cold-blooded cognitive approach 

Mollification Externalizing blame for own actions onto outside forces 

Entitlement Giving oneself permission to commit crime out of privilege/necessity 

Power Orientation Desire to control external factors, including other people 

Superoptimism Excessive pride in oneself and belief in lasting invulnerability 

     Source: Walters, 2012 
 
 

Table 2: Excitatory and Inhibitory Effects of Criminal Thinking on Emotion 
 

Thinking Style Emotion Effect Temperament Action 

Reactive                 Hedonistic + Disinhibition  

Cutoff    ↑frustration 
↑anger 

Cognitive    
Indolence 

   ↑urgency 

Discontinuity    ↑excitement 

Proactive               Moral - Fearlessness  

Mollification    ↓guilt 
↓remorse 

Entitlement    ↓empathy 

Power 
Orientation 

   ↓shame 

Superoptimism    ↓pride 
↓fear 

 
Note. Thinking Style = higher-order (Reactive or Proactive) and specific lower-order thinking style (Walters, 2012); Emotion = 
emotion that the thinking style targets (hedonistic or moral); Effect = effect of thinking style on targeted emotion (+ = excitatory 
or - = inhibitory); Temperament = temperament dimension the thinking style derives from (disinhibition or fearlessness); Action 
= specific emotion each thinking style effects (↑ = raises, ↓ = lowers). 

 

homicidal decision-making observed in non-
psychopathic murderers (Woodworth & Porter, 
2002).  In addition, Beauregard, Rossmo, and Proulx 
(2007) used RCT to analyze the offense activities of 
69 serial sex offenders.  Employing qualitative data 
analysis, they determined that the hunting or 
predatory behavior displayed by these individuals 
followed nine phases, each of which involved 
specific cost-benefit calculations: offender and victim 
routine activities, choice of hunting ground, victim 
selection, attack location, luring strategy, crime 

location, crime method, and victim release location.  
What this suggests is that even the utilitarian method 
employed by RCT is limited if emotions that help 
guide decision-making are suddenly cut off or 
eliminated. 

Bob’s frustration has not only triggered 
hedonistic emotions but has also stimulated his 
proactive criminal thinking.  In particular, he feels 
entitled to rob the bank because of the length of his 
previous sentence (“they kept me locked up for ten 
years, now they’re going to pay”).  He rationalizes 
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that he won’t hurt anyone (“I’ll use an unloaded 
gun”) and revels in the prospect of having control 
over others (“I’ll show them who’s in charge”).  
Hence, the proactive criminal thinking styles of 
entitlement, mollification, and power orientation fuel 
the neutralization of moral emotion, which then 
increases the odds that Bob will follow through on 
his initial plan to rob the bank.  It should also be 
noted that the hedonistic and moral belief systems are 
not independent any more than fearlessness and 
disinhibition or proactive and reactive criminal 
thinking are independent (Walters, 2012).  The two 
components overlap and feed on one another, and so 
it is not unusual to find one component stimulating or 
activating the other. 

The Decision Process 

The premise of this article is that the crime-no 
crime decision begins as a cost-benefit analysis but 
requires the presence of relevant emotional 
information and feedback to be fully functional.  
Neutralization of moral emotion consequently makes 
the decision process less balanced as does the 
introduction of irrelevant hedonistic emotion.  As 
shown in Figure 1, hedonistic and moral emotions are 
anticipated prior to the decision by way of hedonistic 
and moral expectancies.  The role of affective 
expectancies in decision-making has been reviewed 
by Loewenstein and Lerner (2003) who concluded 
that these expectancies are central to the decision-
making process.  Situational and neurodevelopmental 
factors and criminal thinking styles, if present, act on 
these emotions, although it may be more accurate to 
say that the individual acts on these emotions via 
situational/neurodevelopmental factors and criminal 
thinking.  The impact of situational and 
neurodevelopmental factors on hedonistic and moral 
emotions can either be overt or covert, and the effect 
of the criminal thinking styles on hedonistic and 
moral emotions can either be conscious (deliberate) 
or non-conscious (automatic).  In the choices leading 
up to the bank robbery, Bob’s decision-making was 
affected by situational factors (frustration over lack 
of progress in finding a job), neurodevelopmental 
factors (weak empathy), and a mixture of proactive 
(entitlement, mollification, power orientation) and 
reactive (cutoff, discontinuity) thinking styles.     

When considering the rational/nonrational choice 
model, it is important to understand that proactive 
and reactive criminal thinking operate as overlapping 
dimensions rather than as distinct categories or types.  
This is because proactive and reactive criminal 
thinking frequently co-occur, even in the same 
criminal act.  Bob decided to rob a local bank after 
several days of deliberation on the strength of a 
moderately antisocial moral belief system and an 

above average degree of proactive criminal thinking.  
During the robbery, he grew angry because the clerk 
did not hand the money over as quickly as he thought 
she should.  This led to an assault (hitting the women 
with the handle of his pistol) brought on by a flood of 
reactive criminal thinking and irrelevant hedonistic 
emotion.  The crime began as a robbery based on a 
cold-blooded utilitarian decision but soon devolved 
into an assault based on an emotionally charged 
impulsive decision.  Situational and 
neurodevelopmental factors also overlap in that peer 
influence can stimulate hedonistic emotions 
(excitement) while simultaneously dampening moral 
ones (desire to be accepted by the group). 

The two individuals with whom Bob decided to 
rob the bank were even more interested in 
committing the crime than Bob, pushing him to do it 
sooner than he planned.  The stimulation of the 
hedonistic desire for excitement led to a concurrent 
dampening of moral and utilitarian considerations 
about waiting until a more opportune time to commit 
the robbery because he wanted to be accepted by 
these two individuals.  Getting away with the crime 
initially and enjoying the fruits of this antisocial act 
($10,000 split three ways, sense of power and 
excitement) reinforced the thinking that led to the 
decision in the first place, making it more likely that 
Bob would repeat the crime.  In fact, he and his two 
crime partners committed another robbery three 
weeks later, but this time, they were caught as they 
left the bank.  

Hypotheses 

Much of what has been and will be presented in this 
paper has never been formally tested.  To assist in 
evaluating the rational/nonrational choice model of 
criminal decision-making described in this paper, I 
have constructed a series of hypotheses.  These 
hypotheses are designed to guide future research and 
provide feedback on the aspects of the model that 
should be retained, the aspects that should be 
rejected, and the aspects that need to be altered to 
make this a more complete explanation of crime than 
traditional RCT. 
 

1. A bidirectional relationship is assumed to 
exist between the hedonistic and moral 
belief systems and both the decision to 
commit crime and the outcome of this 
decision such that feedback from decisions 
and outcomes shape belief systems as much 
as belief systems shape decisions and 
outcomes.  It is consequently predicted that 
if a person were to make a decision 
inconsistent with his or her moral or 
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hedonistic belief system that this would lead 
to a corresponding change in the belief 
system (cognitive dissonance). 
 

2. When placed in a stressful situation or 
exposed to frustrating life circumstances an 
individual will more likely make risky 
decisions and exhibit temporal discounting 
than when not placed in a stressful situation 
or exposed to frustration. 
 

3.  An individual who achieves an elevated 
reactive criminal thinking score will exhibit 
a greater tendency toward risky decision-
making and temporal discounting than an 
individual who does not achieve an elevated 
reactive criminal thinking score. 
 

4. When confronted by events that challenge 
his or her status or identity (e.g., disrespect), 
an individual will display weaker moral 
emotions than when his or her status or 
identity is not challenged. 
 

5. An individual who achieves an elevated 
proactive criminal thinking score will 
exhibit weaker moral emotions than an 
individual who does not achieve an elevated 
proactive criminal thinking score. 
 

6. Experimentally altering hedonistic 
expectancies will lead to changes in 
hedonistic emotions and decisions, whereas 
experimentally altering moral expectancies 
will lead to changes in moral emotions and 
decisions.  
 

7. Increases in reactive criminal thinking will 
correlate positively with dopaminergic 
activity in the ventral tegmental area (VTA) 
and striatum and negatively with 
serotonergic activity in the hippocampus. 
 

8. Increases in proactive criminal thinking will 
correlate negatively with activity in the 
orbitofrontal cortex (OFC) and amygdala 
and negatively with serotonin levels in both 
areas. 
 

9. Because neuro-incentive systems develop 
more quickly than neuro-control systems, 
hedonistic emotions will be observed sooner 
than moral emotions developmentally, and 
reactive forms of criminal thinking will 
appear before proactive forms of criminal 
thinking. 

10. Individuals who receive both skills training 
(interpersonal problem solving, anger 
management) and moral training (values 
clarification, moral reconation therapy) will 
experience significantly lower rates of 
subsequent recidivism than individuals 
receiving skills training alone or moral 
training alone. 

Contrasting Proactive and Reactive 
Dimensions in Criminal Decision-making 

A major assumption of the theoretical model 
presented in this paper is that proactive and reactive 
criminal thinking contribute equally to the criminal 
decision-making process even though they relate to 
different aspects of this process.  Hence, while 
proactive criminal thinking is believed to neutralize 
moral emotions and reactive criminal thinking is said 
to stimulate hedonistic emotions, both are core 
elements of the criminal decision-making apparatus.  
Proactive criminal thinking facilitates the planned, 
predatory, and cold-blooded aspects of criminality, 
whereas reactive criminal thinking fosters the angry, 
impulsive, and hot-blooded aspects of criminality.  
The importance of these overlapping dimensions to 
the criminal decision-making process can perhaps 
best be illustrated by contrasting the current approach 
with theoretical models that focus on one dimension 
or the other. 

Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) general theory 
of crime provides an exclusive reactive interpretation 
of the criminal decision-making process.  According 
to the general theory of crime, criminal decision-
making is a function of two factors: low self-control 
and opportunity.  An individual with low self-control 
who is presented with a criminal opportunity is 
hypothesized to possess a high probability of 
engaging in criminal behavior.  Although the general 
theory has helped shed light on a number of 
important aspects of crime and delinquency, it fails to 
take into account the fact that many offenders 
deliberately seek out and create opportunities for 
crime rather than sitting back and waiting for a 
criminal opportunity to materialize (Albanese, 2000).  
This is one reason why the general theory of crime is 
less of a general theory than its authors assert. 

Tedeschi and Felson (1994) offer a different 
perspective on criminal decision-making in which all 
offending is held to be goal-directed or instrumental 
in achieving a particular outcome; in other words, it 
is exclusively proactive.  Felson (1993) had 
previously rejected the proactive-reactive aggression 
breakdown in favor of a perspective that highlighted 
dispute-related and predatory behavior.  The value of 
this perspective is that it demonstrates how crimes 
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long considered impulsive (e.g., domestic violence) 
can be at least partially instrumental or planned.  The 
problem with this perspective is that it fails to take 
into account the fact that most offenders indicate that 
they did not plan their crimes (Feeney, 1986; 
Monahan, Marolla, & Bromley, 2005).  Even 
Felson’s own research shows that most state inmates 
serving time for violent offenses report that their 
crimes were unplanned and that planning is more 
commonly found in traditionally “instrumental” 
crimes like robbery than it is in more traditionally 
“impulsive” crimes like assault (Felson & Massoglia, 
2012).       

What the perspective presented in this paper 
offers beyond the exclusive reactive criminal 
decision-making perspective provided by the general 
theory and the exclusive proactive criminal decision-
making perspective engendered by social 
interactionism is integration of the two dimensions.  
Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) argue that 
opportunity is vital to criminal decision-making but 
fail to mention that offenders sometimes create their 
own opportunities.  Teduchi and Felson (1994) 
contend that criminal decision-making is cognitively 
mediated, but fail to consider that there may be more 
than one cognitive dimension involved in this 
mediation.  The traditional approach of focusing on 
the criminal event and trying to classify the behavior 
as proactive/instrumental or reactive/impulsive is 
inherently flawed because most crimes involve a 
combination of the two.  What makes more sense is 
tracing the rational and nonrational aspects of the 
criminal decision-making process from their 
proactive and reactive criminal thinking roots to their 
expression in actual criminal behavior.      

Implications of a Rational/Nonrational 
Choice Theory of Crime  

A theory of rational/nonrational choice has 
potentially important implications for theory, 
research, practice, and policy. 

Implications for Theory and Research 

The present model builds on the strengths of 
RCT while attempting to rectify some of its greatest 
weaknesses.  The strengths of RCT include the 
assumption that offending is determined more by 
proximal decision-making factors than by distal 
environmental factors and that a rational framework 
exists for decision-making of both an offending and 
non-offending nature.  A principal weakness of RCT, 
as discussed in this paper, is that while its proponents 
acknowledge the bounded nature of rational thought, 
there has been little apparent attempt to integrate this 
knowledge into the theory itself.  The perspective 

advanced in this paper is that criminal decision-
making is composed of both rational and nonrational 
elements and these elements are influenced and 
shaped by both proximal and distal factors.  It is 
further maintained that situational, 
neurodevelopmental, and criminal thinking factors 
play an important role in the criminal decision-
making process.  As such, the rational/nonrational 
choice model may have implications for some of the 
decision-based criminological theories mentioned in 
the opening paragraph of this article.  It is capable of 
informing deterrence theory through an emphasis on 
subjectivity, belief that it is the person’s perception of 
a sanction rather than the sanction itself that 
determines his or her response to the sanction, and 
notion that certain aspects of the deterrence doctrine 
(e.g., sanction severity) are more subjective than 
other aspects (e.g., sanction certainty). This may 
explain why deterrence tends to be specific to the 
crimes for which one has been punished and why 
sanction severity tends to be less effective than 
sanction certainty in deterring future crime 
(Loughran, Piquero, Fagan, & Mulvey, 2012).  The 
current model also appears to have the capacity to 
expand on the proactive/predatory aspects of routine 
activity theory (Beauregard et al., 2007) and on the 
reactive/impulsive aspects of Gottfredson and 
Hirschi’s (1990) general theory of crime.   

Another theoretical/research implication of the 
rational/nonrational choice model is that it may 
provide useful information on the nature and role of 
callous/unemotional “traits” in childhood conduct 
disorder, juvenile delinquency, and adult antisocial 
behavior.  Callous/unemotional (CU) traits have 
become a major topic of research and theoretical 
speculation in the areas of psychopathy and 
aggression.  In addition, they are now included in 
DSM-5 (APA, 2013) as specifiers for conduct 
disorder based on the belief that disruptive children 
with CU experience significantly poorer outcomes 
than disruptive children without CU (Frick, Ray, 
Thornton, & Kahn, 2014).  There is even speculation 
that CU is an inherited trait, and while this view is 
supported by twin studies, evidence of heritability is 
much weaker when genetic influence is estimated 
from DNA collected on unrelated individuals (Viding 
et al., 2013).  The rational/nonrational choice model, 
by comparison, holds that CU tendencies may be as 
much a function of situational and cognitive 
(proactive criminal thinking) factors as they are of 
genetics (hypofunctioning amygdala and early 
fearlessness temperament) and as such, may be more 
amenable to change than has traditionally been 
thought.  Plotting the relationship between CU scores 
from the Youth Psychopathic Traits Inventory (YPI: 
Andershed, Kerr, Stattin, & Levander, 2002) and 
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self-reported offending over the first six waves of the 
Pathways to Desistance study (with six months 
between waves: Mulvey, 2012) reveals that while CU 
scores were more stable than offending at each six-
month interval (mean r = .57 vs. .45), cross-lagged 
correlations from offending to CU and from CU to 
offending were virtually identical (mean r = .25 vs. 
.24).  What this means is that involvement in crime 
may have just as much impact on CU (desensitization 
effect) as CU has on crime (dispositional effect). 

A third theoretical/research implication of 
rational/nonrational choice theory is that it may have 
value in explaining the well-documented but poorly 
understood relationship between age and crime.  
Cross-sectional as well as longitudinal studies on the 
age-crime relationship indicate that crime peaks 
between adolescence and early adulthood (ages 15 to 
24 years) and then declines sharply thereafter 
(Steffensmeier, Allan, Harer, & Streifel, 1989).  
Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983) go so far as to assert 
that the age-crime relationship, which they 
characterize as a brute fact of criminology, is 
invariant across time, geography, culture, and a host 
of other criminologically relevant factors.  Although 
this conclusion has been challenged (Steffensmeier & 
Harer, 1999), there have been few serious attempts to 
explain this relationship other than with biologically 
relevant changes in development (see Kanazawa & 
Still, 2000).  Developmental differences between 
adolescents and adults in both neurophysiology and 
decision-making may be even more helpful in 
explaining this brute fact of crime.  Because the 
dopamine reward system, of which the striatum is 
part, develops more rapidly than the control centers 
of the frontal cortex, particularly the orbitofrontal 
cortex, an adolescent has more irrelevant hedonistic 
emotion to contend with than an adult (Martin & 
Delgado, 2011), and because skills and propensities 
central to the development of empathy, such as the 
affective component of theory of mind, are still 
developing in mid to late adolescence, relevant moral 
emotions tend to be weaker in adolescents than they 
are in adults (Shamay-Tsoory et al., 2010).  
Situational factors that loom large in adolescence 
(i.e., peer pressure, identity formation) add further to 
the turmoil.  It makes sense, then, for individuals to 
cut down on their offending or desist altogether as 
they move from adolescence to adulthood and begin 
viewing themselves and the world differently. 

Implications for Practice 

The problems adolescents face when trying to 
keep irrelevant hedonistic emotions from intruding 
on their thinking and decisions are well-known.  
What, we may ask, is the reason for this?  Research 
shows that the incentive to pursue appetitive goals 

grows more rapidly in adolescence than the ability to 
modulate and control this drive and its associated 
hedonistic emotions (Blakemore & Robbins, 2012).  
Other research indicates that dopamine drives the 
appetitive incentive/reward system and serotonin 
modulates the effect of dopamine on behavior 
(Soderstrom, Blennow, Sjodin, & Forsman, 2003).  It 
stands to reason, then, that medications designed to 
increase the action or supply of serotonin at the 
receptor site may be helpful in controlling impulsive 
behavior.  This, in fact, is exactly what has been 
observed in several studies.  Even though the results 
are far from conclusive, Specific Serotonin Reuptake 
Inhibitors (SSRIs), drugs that increase the action of 
serotonin by blocking its reuptake (e.g., Prozac, 
Paxil, Zoloft), have been found to reduce both 
impulsivity and aggression in a fair number of 
youthful offenders and psychiatric patients (Butler et 
al., 2010; Walsh & Dinan, 2001).  Reports of adverse 
reactions to SSRIs, such as akathisia and anxiety 
upon initial administration of some of these 
medications, though atypical, are well documented 
(Healy, Langmaack, & Savage, 1999).  More severe 
reactions, such as suicide and homicide, have been 
insinuated in the popular press but are exceedingly 
rare and difficult to substantiate, being based on 
anecdotal evidence and ex post facto clinical case 
studies rather than on well-designed double-blind 
placebo-controlled research (Walsh & Dinan, 2001).  
Just to be safe, drug manufacturers now recommend 
close monitoring of youth placed on SSRI 
medications for depression or aggression, particularly 
during the early stages of drug administration. 

Medication is not the only way to assist 
adolescents struggling with high levels of hedonistic 
emotion.  Psychological interventions can be just as 
effective, if not more effective, than medication in 
managing excessive levels of hedonistic emotion, 
aggression, and antisocial behavior.  Training in 
interpersonal problem solving, anger management, 
and social skills have been found effective in 
reducing impulsivity, aggression, and criminality in 
seriously delinquent youth (Lipsey, Wilson, & 
Cothern, 2000).  One concern, however, would be 
that by teaching youth how to more effectively solve 
their problems with principles borrowed from RCT, 
we are only addressing part of the problem.  Walters 
(2009) discovered that anger management training 
effectively reduced reactive criminal thinking but not 
proactive criminal thinking in a group of adult male 
medium security prisoners completing a six-week 
anger control program.  By teaching juveniles 
techniques designed to keep hedonistic emotions in 
check we may be inadvertently teaching them how to 
excel at emotionless, callous decision-making.  The 
solution is not to stop teaching offenders problem 
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solving and anger management skills but to 
supplement these interventions with evidence-based 
programs designed to teach cognitive-moral skills 
through values clarification, moral reasoning, and 
moral reconation therapy (Wilson, Bouffard, & 
MacKenzie, 2005) and empathy skills through role-
playing (Goldstein & Winner, 2012).  This way, 
hedonistic emotions can be properly modulated, and 
moral emotions can be effectively incorporated into 
one’s decisions, both of which will reduce the odds 
of a criminal decision.   

Implications for Policy 

Just because criminal decision-making has 
nonrational elements does not mean that the 
individual is absolved of responsibility for making 
these decisions.  From both a legal and ethical 
standpoint, the individual is responsible for the 
decisions he or she makes, whether the decision is 
based purely on rational, purely on nonrational, or on 
a mixture of rational and nonrational considerations.  
The rational/nonrational model of criminal decision-
making described in this paper takes a non-
deterministic view of human behavior and explains 
how proximal criminal thinking patterns impact on 
behavior by influencing the decision-making process.  
Situational, developmental, and biological factors do, 
in fact, help shape the behavior of individuals, but the 
individual, unless he or she is suffering from a mental 
or physical defect that precludes him or her from 
understanding the wrongfulness of his or her actions, 
is responsible for the consequences of all the 
decisions he or she makes.  From a policy standpoint, 
choice rather than determinism is the foundation 
upon which the criminal justice system is based, even 
if the choice is not rational according to the principles 
of RCT.   

There is ample evidence that “get tough” policies 
on crime rarely work (Clear, 1994).  This has not 
stopped politicians and policy makers from 
continuing to pursue this simplistic approach to crime 
prevention, however.  Situational crime prevention 
techniques focus on proximal rather than distal 
relationships between variables and could benefit 
from a theory, like the one presented in this paper, 
where affect and emotion are emphasized.  It may 
even be possible to enhance situational crime 
prevention by making it more difficult for offenders 
to neutralize guilt feelings—thereby making crime 
less rewarding—through evidence-based mass media 
campaigns and public reminders.  A growing number 
of policy makers are beginning to appreciate the 
importance of evidence-based strategies for crime 
control (MacKenzie, 2000).  Pratt (2008), states that 
criminologists and criminal justice experts must share 
part of the blame for not having presented their data 

in ways that can be readily understood by policy 
makers.  Two of Pratt’s (2008) recommendations are 
to keep academic jargon to a minimum and highlight 
the relevance and importance of research findings to 
politicians, administrators, and policy makers 
interested in public safety. 

Conclusion 

The current paper introduced the reader to a 
hybrid model of decision-making that seeks to 
integrate the rational and nonrational elements of 
choice.  As was noted at the beginning of this paper, 
RCT has contributed to our understanding of crime 
but suffers from several noteworthy limitations.  One 
such limitation (minimal attention to the affective and 
emotional components of criminal decision-making) 
was the primary focus of this paper and became the 
foundation for a rational/nonrational theory of 
criminal decision-making.  The hedonistic aspect of 
the current model highlights the benefits to be 
derived from a particular action, whereas the moral 
aspect highlights the potential costs of these same 
actions.  The value of a mixed cognitive-emotive 
model is that emotions can provide valuable 
information to the decision maker in a manner that is 
more efficient than pure cognition.  This, of course, 
assumes that (1) the hedonistic emotions are being 
adequately modulated by cognition and serotonin, (2) 
the hedonistic emotions are not being overstimulated 
by stressful/frustrating life events or reactive criminal 
thinking, (3) the moral emotions are well articulated, 
and (4) the moral emotions are not being inhibited by 
status-identity concerns or proactive criminal 
thinking. 

Understanding the nature of criminal decision-
making may provide insight into how people make 
decisions in general (i.e., biological as well as 
environmental factors; costs as well as benefits; 
proximal as well as distal inputs; guided by emotion 
as well as by cognition).  It also highlights the need 
for a system of well-modulated hedonistic emotions 
and well-articulated moral emotions.  The insight to 
be gained from such an approach can then be used to 
identify areas and issues in need of attention by those 
tasked with conducting interventions for youthful and 
adult offenders: namely, the situational, 
developmental, and criminal thinking influences that 
interfere with balanced decision-making.  The current 
model goes beyond Cornish and Clarke’s (1985, 
1986) normative model and the notion of “good 
enough” theory (Wortley, 2014) to provide a 
descriptive model that integrates rational and 
nonrational components from RCT, psychological 
and economic theories of choice, and criminal 
lifestyle theory.  Because only isolated aspects of this 
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model have been tested thus far, and then only 
partially, research is required to more fully assess the 
model and the theory upon which it is based.  Ten 
hypotheses were accordingly offered (see pages 19-
21) in hopes of jump-starting this process.  Only 
through hypothesis-guided research will we be in a 
position to determine whether the ideas presented in 
this paper add anything new to our understanding of 
crime, criminals, and the criminal decision-making 
process. 

In closing, I think it is important to acknowledge 
that this paper was not designed to provide a 
complete analysis or review of the literature on 
criminal decision-making.  To adequately review 
each of the major components of the decision-making 
model proposed in this paper (linking emotion to 
choice, neuroanatomical underpinnings, 
developmental context, role of temperament, 
hedonistic emotions and expectancies, moral 
emotions and expectancies, and proactive and 
reactive criminal thinking) would have required at 
least seven different papers, each longer than the one 
presented here.  I had to decide, therefore, whether to 
focus in detail on one aspect of the model or provide 
a broad overview of the entire model.  I choose to do 
the latter because I felt it would be more useful to 
present the entire model rather than just one aspect at 
this point in time.  By necessity, then, the literature 
review was selective and limited, though attempts 
were made to keep it as unbiased and balanced as 
possible.  Future attempts to evaluate, expand, and 
elaborate on this model should start by reviewing 
each element of the model and examining the inter-
relationships between elements, guided, in part, by 
the ten hypotheses outlined in this paper.  
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In 2012, North Dakota became the second largest 
oil producer in the United States (Gebrekidan, 2012).  
Over the past several years, the oil “boom” occurring 
in western North Dakota has generated a $2 billion 
surplus reserve for the state (Prah, 2012).  The steady 
increase in oil production has created thousands of 
jobs contributing to North Dakota having one of the 
lowest unemployment rates in the country (Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, 2013).  Experts in the oil and natural 
gas industry predict that North Dakota will produce 
another 30,000 jobs by 2020 (American Petroleum 
Institute, 2012). 

Oil production has provided economic stability 
to North Dakota; however, it has also contributed to 

social change occurring in communities in the 
Bakken oil shale region.  One of the most noticeable 
changes occurring in these communities is rapid 
population growth.  Several communities in western 
North Dakota have been named on top ten lists of the 
fastest growing counties (Williams County, Stark 
County) and micropolitan areas (Williston County, 
Dickinson County) in the United States from 2011-
2012 (United States Census Bureau, 2013).  Rapid 
population growth has created problems with 
housing, schools, and social services (Holeywell, 
2011).  Recent crime statistics show that western 
North Dakota’s oil-producing counties are 
experiencing an increase in drug-related crimes, 



20 ARCHBOLD 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 16, Issue 3 

assaults, property crime, and driving under the 
influence (North Dakota Attorney General’s Office, 
2012).   

Rapid population growth has changed the 
population demographics in many communities in 
western North Dakota.  There has been an increase in 
racial/ethnic diversity in communities across western 
North Dakota (Schmidt, 2009).  North Dakota is now 
one of ten states that have male-majority populations 
(Kurtzleben, 2013).  People working in western 
North Dakota also earn a higher annual wage 
compared to the rest of the state.  The 2013 average 
annual wage for North Dakota was $47,892, while 
several counties in western North Dakota earned 
significantly higher annual wages (Williams County, 
$77,636; Slope County, $70,720 and McKenzie 
County, $72,072) (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2014). 

It is evident that there are financial benefits 
resulting from the oil boom in western North Dakota.  
It is also the case that rapid population growth has 
changed many communities in this region.  To date, 
there is no published research on how these 
community changes affect the perceptions of people 
living and working in oil boomtowns in western 
North Dakota.  The qualitative study presented in this 
paper explores this issue using multiple data sources 
including official crime statistics, census data, and 
interviews with 101 sworn police personnel working 
in eight agencies across the Bakken region.  Elias and 
Scotson’s (1994) theory of established-outsider 
relations is used to explain how rapid population 
growth influences police perceptions of changes in 
their communities, residents living in their 
communities, and crime problems  in western North 
Dakota.  Police officers provide a unique perspective 
as they interact with both longtime and new residents 
in their communities when they are on duty working 
as police officers and off duty as private citizens.  In 
addition, the police have direct experience dealing 
with crime problems in their communities as they 
respond to calls for service from the public. 

The Impact of Rapid Population Growth 
on Citizen’s Perceptions in Energy 

Boomtowns 

Several studies have examined how rapid 
population growth affects the perceptions of people 
living and working in energy boomtowns.  Research 
has found that rapid population expansion can result 
in elevated levels of fear of crime (Brown, 2011; 
Kennedy & Krahn, 1984), weakened social ties, and 
reduced social interaction among residents 
(Freudenburg, 1984).  A recent study by Ruddell and 
Ortiz (2014) used longitudinal data to examine how 

residents perceive crime and disorder in a Canadian 
region experiencing an oil boom.  Using citizen 
telephone surveys from 2008-2012, this study found 
an increase in the percentage of residents reporting 
that they feel safe or very safe in their communities.  
Perceptions of personal safety improved over time in 
this region.  When asked about the top ten 
neighborhood concerns, citizens ranked violent 
crime, specifically gang and gun violence, ninth and 
tenth on the list.  Non-violent offenses ranked in the 
top three spots on this list including drug use, 
speeding/aggressive driving, and residential 
burglaries.  The top three policing priorities identified 
by citizens living in this region included drugs, 
speeding/aggressive driving, and drinking and 
driving (Ruddell & Ortiz, 2014).  This study is 
important as it reveals that citizen perceptions of 
crime and personal safety in energy boomtowns can 
improve with time. 

O’Connor (2015) conducted a study on 
perceived social change in a boomtown in Fort 
McMurray, Canada using the perspective of young 
people.  Using 60 in-depth interviews, O’Connor 
found that young people believed that their once 
small town was rapidly growing into a big city.  The 
population composition in Fort McMurray was 
changing as it was becoming more diverse.  Many 
young people reported that increased diversity in 
their community was good; however, they identified 
a clear distinction between migrants who moved to 
the community for work and planned to make it their 
home (insiders) and migrants who came to the 
community for work and contributed little to their 
community (outsiders).  Young people blamed 
increasing crime and disorder problems in their 
community on the migrant workers categorized as 
outsiders.  The interviews also revealed that young 
women and men perceived risks to personal safety 
differently. Women were aware of the increasing 
male population in their community, which 
influenced their perceptions regarding an increased 
risk to their personal safety.  This study adds to the 
existing literature as it highlights the importance of 
community integration of migrant workers becoming 
insiders within rapidly growing communities.                                

There are also studies focused on how rapid 
population growth affects community leaders’ 
perceptions in energy boomtowns (Anderson & 
Theodori, 2009; Brasier et al., 2011).  These studies 
show that community leaders have both positive and 
negative perceptions of energy resource 
development.  Some of the positive outcomes of 
energy development identified by community leaders 
include a stimulated local economy, low 
unemployment, and increased housing values.  
Negative outcomes identified by community leaders 
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include an increased demand on local police, lack of 
housing, increased diversity, conflict among 
residents, and increased crime in their communities.   

There is limited information on the impact of 
rapid population growth on police officers working in 
energy boomtowns.  Some of this literature discusses 
police officers’ perceptions of their communities, 
residents living in their communities, and crime 
problems resulting from rapid population growth.   

The first article published on the impact of rapid 
population growth on policing featured interviews 
with police officers working in Evanston, Wyoming 
(Taft, 1981).  Evanston police officers stated that 
significant changes were taking place in their 
community because of rapid population growth 
associated with energy development.  Traffic 
congestion, increased cost of living, and an increase 
in crime are some of the changes identified by 
Evanston police officers.  Officers said that they 
responded to more alcohol-related calls, aggravated 
assault calls, and an increasing number of calls that 
involved firearms (Taft, 1981, p. 12).  The crimes 
they were dealing with were becoming more violent 
as the population grew in their community.  They 
reported having a heightened sense of danger 
associated with their work because of the influx of 
new people in the area (Taft, 1981, p. 13).         

Officers stated that some of the longtime 
residents did not welcome the changes taking place in 
Evanston (Taft, 1981).  Tension was building among 
longtime residents and new residents who moved to 
the area for employment in the energy industry (Taft, 
1981).  Officers said that some longtime residents 
referred to the new residents as “oil field trash” and 
blamed them for the increase in crime in their 
community (Taft, 1981, p. 10).  Most of the oil field 
workers were young men who moved to the area 
without family.  Many longtime residents resented 
the oilfield workers because they believed that the 
workers had no investment in the community (Taft, 
1981, p. 10).  Taft’s article provides important 
information on how rapid population growth affects 
police officers’ perceptions of their community, 
citizens living in their community, and crime 
problems.    

A few years later, Covey and Menard (1984) 
conducted a study that examined changes in crime, 
characteristics of criminal offenders, and police 
practices resulting from rapid population growth 
associated with an energy boom.  They utilized face-
to-face interviews with police personnel from five 
sheriff’s departments and nine police departments in 
the Rocky Mountain region in the United States.  In 
this study, police officers reported that rapid 
population growth in their communities resulted in 
more reported crime.  Officers also mentioned an 

increase in alcohol-related crimes (Covey & Menard, 
1984).  Several police officers attributed the increase 
in crime to the increase of new residents moving into 
the area.  They said that many of the calls for service 
for domestic violence, physical assaults, and alcohol-
related crimes involved new residents (Covey & 
Menard, 1984).  Officers stated that longtime 
residents were more likely to report crimes than they 
were in the past.  This study shows that rapid 
population expansion can influence police officers’ 
perceptions of crime problems in their communities 
and new residents living in their communities.        

Ruddell (2011) also studied the impact of rapid 
population growth on crime and policing in an energy 
boomtown in Fort McMurray, Canada (Ruddell, 
2011).  Using police and crime data from 1986-2008, 
this study found that police strength lagged behind 
both population growth and increasing crime in this 
location (Ruddell, 2011).  Police officers working in 
Fort McMurray were dealing with crime rates three 
times higher than the national average in Canada.  
The quality of life for residents living in Fort 
McMurray was deteriorating as crime rates continued 
to increase (Ruddell, 2011).   

A review of the relevant literature suggests that 
rapid population growth can influence the 
perceptions of people who live and work in energy 
boomtowns.  The current study contributes to this 
limited body of literature, as it is the first of its kind 
to examine the impact of rapid population growth on 
police officers’ perceptions of their communities, 
citizens living in their communities, and crime 
problems in western North Dakota.  Elias and 
Scotson’s (1994) theory of established-outsider 
relations provides a theoretical framework for 
understanding how a rapid influx of new residents 
can influence police officers’ perceptions. 

Established-Outsider Relations  
and Energy Boomtowns 

Norbert Elias and John Scotson’s book, The 
Established and The Outsiders (1994), presents a 
theory that explains social relationships among 
groups within a community.  This book features a 
study conducted in the late 1950s - early 1960s in 
Winston Parva (pseudonym), a small town located in 
central England.  Charles Wilson built Winston Parva 
in the 1880s.  From the 1880s through the 1940s, the 
population of Winston Parva consisted of multiple 
generations of local families.  There was little 
population mobility in Winston Parva until a military 
industrial factory moved into town in the 1940s.  
Immigrant workers moved into Winston Parva 
looking for employment.  The town that was once 
home to several generations of local families was 
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changing because of the rapid influx of new 
residents. 

A division existed among the residents of 
Winston Parva.  Elias and Scotson wanted to know 
why this division occurred.  They began their 
research by studying several social and demographic 
factors associated with the residents of Winston 
Parva.  Their initial investigation revealed little 
variation among these factors.  Upon further 
examination, an unexpected characteristic emerged as 
the underlying cause of the division among residents 
– “social oldness.”  Social oldness, or length of 
residence in the community, served as the defining 
factor among the groups in this study, not the 
common demographic indicators that often serve as 
the basis for social exclusion (such as race, gender, 
social class, or religion). 

Length of residence in Winston Parva divided 
the community into two general categories:  
established residents and outsiders.  The established 
group enjoyed social cohesion and long-term social 
networks because of their longevity in the 
community, while outsiders did not have as much 
time in the community to create strong social ties.  
Further, the established group held many positions of 
power, which allowed them to define community 
norms.  Elias and Scotson (1994) argued that the 
established group characterized an entire group of 
outsiders according to the actions of a few who 
strayed from what the established group believed to 
be socially acceptable behavior.  Members of the 
established group wanted to hold on to a way of life 
that had always been present in their community 
(Elias & Scotson, 1994).  They believed that the 
outsiders posed a threat to their quality of life.   

Three elements maintained the divide between 
outsiders and the established group in Winston Parva: 
First, the established group consisted of “the old 
mother centred family” type, which involved several 
generations of large families living in the same 
neighborhood (Elias & Scotson, 1994, p. 43-50).  
Members of the large “old mother centred families” 
married members of other large families which 
resulted in extensive kinship networks within the 
community.  Longevity in the community, coupled 
with strong kinship networks, gave members of the 
established group power over the outsiders.  Second, 
the established group held most of the positions of 
power within the community.  Their affiliation with 
local social clubs and community organizations 
contributed to what they believed was a superior 
status over the outsiders.  The established group 
viewed outsiders as less invested in the community 
because they were not actively involved in 
community organizations and activities.  Third, Elias 
and Scotson (1994) believed that gossip played an 

important role in establishing and maintaining social 
order in Winston Parva.  Established group members 
used gossip to create a negative image of the 
outsiders (Elias & Scotson, 1994).  Gossip consisted 
of discussions regarding outsiders’ involvement in 
crime and disorder in the community, and the 
perception that outsiders lacked morals, character, 
and self-control.  

Elias and Scotson’s (1994) established-outsider 
relations provides a theoretical context to understand 
how social change and alterations to population 
composition can affect social dynamics within 
communities.  Scott, Carrington and McIntosh (2012) 
used the established-outsider relations theory to 
explain how the social oldness of residents created 
divisions among residents living in a mining region 
in Western Australia.  The main data source for this 
study consisted of face-to-face and group interviews 
with 38 people.  The sample included key 
stakeholders in the region, along with longtime 
residents who held leadership positions in their 
communities (Scott et al., 2012).           

Scott et al. (2012) produced findings that support 
Elias and Scotson’s established-outsider relations 
theory.  For example, there was evidence of a 
division within the mining communities based on 
social oldness.  Longtime residents defined 
community by the extent to which neighbors knew 
each other.  FIFO (fly in, fly out) workers were 
temporary, non-resident workers who spent limited 
time in the area for work, which resulted in weak 
social ties in the community.  Tension existed 
between longtime residents and FIFO workers 
because longtime residents believed that the mining 
industry drained resources from the community and 
gave little back in return.  FIFO workers earned 
significantly higher wages than longtime residents 
who did not work in the mining industry.  This meant 
that FIFO workers could afford the increasing cost of 
living in the area, while long-term residents could 
not.  Traffic flow increased significantly because of 
the trucks and machinery used by energy 
development companies.  Longtime residents did not 
like the changes occurring in their communities 
resulting from the presence of the mining industry.  
Longtime residents reported having negative 
perceptions of FIFO workers, which justified and 
maintained the existing division between the two 
groups.     

Elias and Scotson (1994) stated that the 
established group used gossip to create and sustain 
negative, stereotypical images of outsiders in 
Winston Parva.  Similarly, residents interviewed for 
the Scott et al. (2012) study linked social problems in 
their communities with FIFO workers.  Longtime 
residents identified excessive alcohol consumption, 
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violence, and use of illegal drugs as some of the 
activities that FIFO workers participated in while 
they were not at work.  Many of these incidents 
occurred in the evening in or around local nightclubs 
and pubs.  Gossip about FIFO workers being sexually 
aggressive and disrespectful toward local women 
created a negative image for this group and increased 
women’s fear of FIFO workers.   

The Scott et al. (2012) study illustrates how the 
established-outsider relations theory is applicable to 
communities that experience rapid population growth 
from energy resource development.  The qualitative 
study featured in this paper does not test established-
outsider relations theory; instead, this theory was 
used as a conceptual guide to shape the analysis and 
interpretation of the research findings.  The current 
study responds to the following research questions:  
(1) How, if at all, has rapid population growth 
associated with the oil boom in western North Dakota 
affected police officers’ perceptions of their 
community?  (2) How, if at all, has rapid population 
growth associated with the oil boom influenced 
police officers’ perceptions of citizens in their 
community?  (3) Has rapid population growth 
associated with the oil boom affected police officers’ 
perceptions of crime problems in their community? 

Methodology 

Data 

This study utilizes methodological triangulation, 
which involves the use of more than one method to 
gather data.  Triangulation validates qualitative data 
by cross verifying concepts and themes from two or 
more sources (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005).  The current 
study utilizes several data sources:  face-to-face 
interviews with 101 sworn police personnel, official 
crime data, and census data.   

Annual reports generated by the North Dakota 
Attorney General’s Office provide data on reported 
crimes and crime rates in North Dakota from 2004-
2013.  The U.S. Census Bureau provides population 
data and estimated population information for all of 
the research sites in this study.  

Face-to-face interviews with police personnel 
took place on October, 2012 through March, 2013.  
Three researchers conducted interviews 
independently, resulting in each researcher 
conducting one-third of the total number of 
interviews (n=101).  On average, each of the 
interviews lasted 45 minutes.  Police personnel 

responded to the following interview questions:  How 
(if at all) has your community changed because of the 
rapid population growth associated with the oil 
boom?  How (if at all) have citizens in your 
community changed because of the rapid population 
growth associated with the oil boom?  Based on your 
experiences, how have long-term residents handled 
the increase in population in your community?  How 
(if at all) has crime in your community changed 
because of the rapid population increase associated 
with the oil boom?  Open-ended questions allowed 
police personnel to provide “thick descriptions” 
(Geertz, 1973), or rich, detailed responses, that 
include examples from their professional experiences 
and informal interactions with residents in their 
communities while off-duty. 

 

Research sites 

Eight police agencies located in four counties in 
western North Dakota served as research sites for this 
study.  A combination of factors influenced the 
selection of research sites:  First, limited resources 
narrowed the scope and sample of this study.  A 
small, university-sponsored grant was the only source 
of funding for this project.  Geographic location was 
another factor that influenced the selection of 
research sites.  Since the focus of this study is the 
impact of rapid population growth on policing in 
western North Dakota, all of the sites had to be 
located within the Bakken oil shale formation in 
western North Dakota.  Oil production was another 
factor considered when choosing research sites for 
this study.  McKenzie County (#1), Dunn County 
(#3) and Williams County (#4) are ranked as some of 
the highest oil producing counties in western North 
Dakota, while Ward County ranks fifth on the list of 
the lowest oil producing counties in the Bakken 
region (North Dakota Department of Mineral 
Resources, 2013).  This variation in the sample 
allows for comparison of experiences of police 
personnel working in both high and low oil-
producing counties.  Population growth also 
influenced the choice of research sites for this study.  
All research sites had to experience some population 
growth in recent years.  Table 1 shows that all eight 
research sites have experienced population growth 
since 2010, ranging from 1.1% to 42.3%.  Finally, 
police agencies had to agree to participate in this 
study.  Only two out of ten police agencies contacted 
for this study declined our invitation to participate.
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Table 1 - Population Data 2000-2013* 
 

 
 

2000 2010 2013  
(estimate)** 

% change in population 
2010-2013 (estimate) 

     
Williston 12,512 14,716 20,850 +41.68% 
     Sex:  Male 5992 7507       -***  
              Female 6520 7209 -  
     Race:  White 11723 13634 -  
                 Black 21 51 -  
                All other races 489 592 -  
                Hispanic (any race) 154 328 -  
     Median Household Income $29,962 $56,836 $77,636  
     
Watford City 1,435 1,744 3,284 +88.30% 
     Sex:  Male 675 892 -  
              Female 760 852 -  
     Race:  White 1362 1633 -  
                 Black 3 2 -  
                All other races 56 81 -  
                Hispanic (any race) 16 33 -  
     Median Household Income $29,668 $48,100 $64,639  
          
Killdeer 713 751 975 +29.82% 
     Sex:  Male 322 375 -  
              Female 391 376 -  
     Race:  White 670 701 -  
                 Black 0 1 -  
                All other races 36 31 -  
                Hispanic (any race) 5 7 -  
     Median Household Income $32,750 $43,500 $66,813  
     
Tioga 1,125 1,230 1,565 +27.23% 
     Sex:  Male 520 625 -  
              Female 605 605 -  
     Race:  White 1,096 1,192 -  
                 Black 2 1 -  
                All other races 12 16 -  
                Hispanic (any race) 1 8 -  
     Median Household Income $29,740 $49,300 $59,506  
     
Minot 36,567 40,888 43,746 + 6.99% 
     Sex:  Male 17,626 20,165 -  
              Female 18,941 20,723 -  
     Race:  White 34,074 36,863 -  
                 Black 490 933 -  
                All other races 1,440 2,008 -  
                Hispanic (any race) 539 1,117 -  
     Median Household Income $32,218 $45,140 $55,759  
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Table 1 - Population Data 2000-2013* (cont.) 
 
 
 

2000 2010 2013  
(estimate)** 

% change in population 
2010-2013 (estimate) 

     
Williams county 19,761 22,398 29,595 +32.13% 
     Sex:  Male 9,687 11,548 -  
              Female 10,074 10,850 -  
     Race:  White 18,367 20,639 -  
                 Black 24 63 -  
                All other races 934 1,052 -  
                Hispanic (any race) 185 436 -  
     Median Household Income $31,491 $51,781 $74,842  
     
Ward county 58,795 61,675 67,990 +10.23% 
     Sex:  Male 29,284 31,250 -  
              Female 29,511 30,425 -  
     Race:  White 54,327 55,718 -  
                 Black 1,305 1,542 -  
                All other races 2,162 2,725 -  
                Hispanic (any race) 1,125 1,869 -  
     Median Household Income $33,670 $46,536 $57,703  
     
McKenzie county 5,737 6,360 9,314 +46.44% 
     Sex:  Male 2,878 3,282 -  
              Female 2,859 3,078 -  
     Race:  White 4,438 4,792 -  
                 Black 4 8 -  
                All other races 1,227 1,460 -  
                Hispanic (any race) 58 139 -  
     Median Household Income $29,342 $40,554 $59,391  
     
   Total 

Change 
+282.82% 

*United States Census website: www.census.gov  
**Estimates do not include people living in semi-permanent housing structures (such as “man camps”) or campers; 
thus, the population increase might actually be higher than officially reported by the U.S. Census Bureau. 
***No demographic information is available for 2013 estimates 
 
 
Description of the Sample 

Police agencies of various sizes were included in 
this study.  Three agencies employed fewer than ten 
employees, three agencies employed 10-20 
employees, and two agencies employed 30-40 
employees.  More than half of all sworn personnel 
from each police agency voluntarily participated in 
face-to-face interviews.  Overall, 73% (101/138) of 
all sworn police personnel employed by the eight 
police agencies participated in this study. 

  Police personnel of various ranks participated 
in interviews.  In smaller agencies, people in 
supervisory/management positions respond to calls 
for service alongside patrol-level officers and 

sheriff’s deputies.  Most (76%) of the sample 
consisted of patrol officers and sheriff’s deputies, 
while 24% consisted of personnel serving in positions 
ranging from the rank of sergeant up to chief of 
police.  Over half (55%) of the police personnel 
interviewed for this study had 36 months or less of 
policing experience at the time of the interviews, 
11% had 37-72 months, 7% had 73-119 months, and 
27% had 120 or more months of experience.  More 
than half (58%) of the police personnel were married, 
and over half (55%) had children.  Approximately 
one-third (35%) have earned high school diplomas 
and/or some college credits, while 40% have two 
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year degrees, 24% have four year degrees, and 1% 
have graduate degrees. 

Coding and Analysis 

Transcription facilitated the conversion of hand 
written interview notes into electronic word files after 
each interview.  The research team utilized Glaser’s 
(1992) grounded theory approach, or constant 
comparative method, where researchers begin their 
analysis with the first data collected and then 
continuously compare themes, concepts, and 
categories for the duration of data collection.  
Members of the research team identified patterns and 
themes in the interview data as they conducted 
interviews independently, but they also convened at 
the end of every day of interviews to compare and 
discuss themes from the interviews. 

Intercoder reliability is the extent to which 
multiple independent coders agree on the coding of 
data using a similar coding scheme (Cho, 2008).  
Some suggest that one or more additional coders 
should examine a subset of the original sample and 
maintain agreement with the main coder for at least 
90% of the subset (Carey, Morgan, & Oxtoby, 1996).  
In this study, two people conducted the final coding 
for all interview data included in this paper.  Any 
discrepancies were resolved through discussion.  

Final coding and data analyses followed six 
general steps (Creswell, 2003):  First, the 
organization of interview data involved grouping the 
responses to each individual interview question 
together and then grouping individual responses to 
the interview questions by police agency.  Second, a 
thorough reading of all interview notes resulted in 
several general categories based on the responses 
provided for each interview question.  Most of the 
general categories are similar to those identified 
during the preliminary data analysis described in the 
preceding paragraph. Third, detailed coding occurred 
during several additional iterations of review of the 
interview notes.  Coding categories consisted of 
responses that directly and indirectly fit into themes 
associated with each research question.  Fourth, 
specific information found within the detailed coding 
categories provide descriptions of police officers’ 
perceptions of their communities, residents living in 
their communities, and crime problems in their 
communities.  Fifth, the calculation of percentages 
represents the aggregate responses for each interview 
question.  Several quotes from individual interviews 
accompany the aggregate findings to provide 
examples of the main themes.  Randomly assigned 
codes (such as PO 7, PO 42, etc.) are placed at the 
end of each quote to show that the quotes come from 
a wide range of police officer  interviews, as opposed 
to using quotes from only a select few interviews.  In 

the findings section of this paper, these codes follow 
each of the selected quotes in parentheses.  The 
percentages for the responses provided for each 
interview question do not always equal 100% as 
police personnel provided more than one answer for 
most of the interview questions.  The sixth step in the 
process included the final interpretation of the 
research findings.  This step involved the application 
of Elias and Scotson’s (1994) theory of established-
outsider relations to explain research findings derived 
from police interviews, census data, and crime 
statistics.  A comparison of research findings from 
the current study with findings from previous studies 
(Covey & Menard, 1984; Ruddell, 2011; Ruddell & 
Ortiz, 2014; Taft, 1981) is also included in the final 
interpretation of the data. 

Findings 

Changes in Communities 

The first research question inquires about how 
rapid population growth affects police officers’ 
perceptions of their communities.  When asked how 
(if at all) rapid population growth from the oil boom 
has affected their community, approximately one-
third (34%) of police personnel said that the physical 
landscape of their community has changed because of 
the oil boom.  The addition of new businesses, hotels, 
and apartment complexes, along with increased 
traffic, oilrigs, and natural gas flares shooting out of 
the ground are some of the visual changes to the 
landscape.  The increase in traffic has quickly eroded 
highways and roads in the area.  The increased 
presence of recreational vehicles (RVs) and campers 
is also something that has changed the look of 
communities in western North Dakota.  People who 
move to the area for employment park their RVs and 
campers in parking lots, streets located in residential 
areas, and in other random public spaces.  The high 
cost of living coupled with limited affordable housing 
contributes to the increased presence of this type of 
mobile temporary housing.  

                 
There has been a significant increase in size 
even in the last year.  There is a lot of new 
housing and more motels going up in the 
city.  We are starting to see more families 
moving here.  It is nice to see some families 
instead of herds of dudes.  We are supposed 
to get more restaurants (there are long waits 
at restaurants now).  The town is growing 
and the options for entertainment are 
increasing at the same time, but they need to 
improve the infrastructure.  (PO 76) 
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The infrastructure is the biggest change.  
New hotels, apartments, man camps[,] and 
gas stations are all being built.  It is a 
problem because the restaurants and 
businesses cannot keep or get good people 
to work for them.  Now there is a different 
mix of people in the area.  It’s also a lot 
dirtier, especially on the county roads.  
People just throw their trash everywhere and 
it is hard to keep up with the cleanup. (PO 
35) 
 
It is now a bigger community in size and it 
has some issues…like crimes that are more 
common in larger cities.  There is a longer 
wait everywhere you go in town due to the 
traffic and also more people everywhere.  It 
looks different.  There are places outside of 
the city limits that used to be beautiful, open 
prairie that are now filled with gravel, 
trucks, trailers, and workers. (PO 1) 
   
Police personnel also identified rapid population 

growth as another change occurring in their 
communities.  One-third (33%) of the police officers 
stated that their communities are changing because 
there are so many new people moving into the region.  
Most of the new residents are young men moving 
from places located outside of North Dakota.  Recent 
statistics show that men in their twenties account for 
29% of the recent population growth in western 
North Dakota (Mather & Jarosz, 2014).  Some of the 
new residents also come from diverse racial/ethnic 
backgrounds.  When police personnel discussed the 
increased presence of new residents in their 
communities, they frequently associated it with 
negative consequences including traffic problems, 
deterioration in the quality of life, increased fear of 
crime, and an “us versus them” mentality among 
longtime residents and new residents.  Rapid 
population growth has increased the level of 
anonymity among residents; thus, it is less likely that 
people will know their neighbors.  This is a departure 
from the small town lifestyle that many longtime 
residents are accustomed to and comfortable with. 

               
There are no locals (long-term residents) left 
here.  We seem to only deal with the new 
people.  The locals have moved away.  If 
they owned housing, they made money and 
then left.  However, for people who were 
renting, they could no longer afford to stay 
here.  (PO 70) 
 
Nobody knows anybody else anymore. 
There is a sense of hostility in the 

community between the locals and the new 
people.  There is always conflict between oil 
field workers and the locals at some of the 
businesses in town.  They sometimes get 
into shoving and hollering matches.  (PO 16) 
 
There is a misconception among residents 
that all of the oil field workers are bad. 
People draw that conclusion based on what 
they see in the media. If something goes 
wrong, they immediately think it is an oil 
field person.  People also see the new people 
coming into the state as a bunch of rowdy 
hillbillies. (PO 27) 
 
Interviews with police personnel suggest that the 

rapid influx of new residents has had a negative 
impact on some longtime residents.  Specifically, 
one-third (33%) of the police officers reported that 
the fear of crime in their communities has increased 
since the oil boom began in 2008.  Officers based 
their assertions on interactions and conversations 
they have had with residents in their communities 
while they were both on and off duty.  Longtime 
residents frequently talk about crime problems in 
their communities and blame the new residents for 
the increase in crime.  Officers reported that some 
longtime residents have changed their daily routines 
because of an increased fear of crime.  People now 
lock the doors to their homes and garages, they no 
longer go out alone during the evening, and some 
people now carry mace or guns for personal 
protection.  Female residents have expressed concern 
over their personal safety because most of the new 
residents are men.  In general, residents are more 
cautious and aware of their surroundings. 

              
Many people are locking the doors on their 
houses and cars.  Women are more careful 
after dark.  Rumors are floating around town 
about rape.  Apparently, people are saying 
that women are being attacked in retail store 
parking lots.  I have female friends that 
carry mace at all times now.  People in 
general are more careful.  (PO 96) 
 
We used to be able to move around more 
freely, but not anymore.  It is not safe 
anymore.  I have a younger sister and I will 
not let her go to the store by herself. There 
are nasty people that hang out there.  And 
after that kidnapping and murder of that 
Montana woman, I am not taking any 
chances.  Most of the locals are naïve to 
what is really going on – they don’t see what 
I see every day at work.  People are 
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monsters.  They don’t care about the town 
and they don’t care about other people.  (PO 
3) 
 
Women in the community are 
uncomfortable walking around at night 
because there are so many people from out 
of town, especially men. There are rumors 
going around town. There was a rumor that 
there was a rape at one of the local stores.  
These rumors are things that have not 
happened in this community. The media 
makes us out to be the Wild West, when we 
are just an agency that is under staffed and 
over-loaded with calls (most are not crime-
related calls).  (PO 6) 
 
Some police officers (27%) reported that the 

quality of life in their communities has deteriorated 
because of the changes associated with the oil boom.  
Specifically, residents are not as friendly as they once 
were before the oil boom; their communities no 
longer feel like small towns, and their communities 
are not as family-oriented as they were in the past.  
Many officers discussed how some longtime 
residents believe that their small town is turning into 
a “big city with big city problems.”  The sense of 
community is diminishing among residents as the 
population continues to increase. 

       
The locals are very upset.  Some people are 
waiting for it (the oil) to dry up so that their 
town can go back to normal.  People 
struggle to understand why they cannot get 
immediate service from us, but they do not 
understand the high number of calls we deal 
with.  People should be cautious here, but 
this is by no means a big city.  The media 
has blown it out of proportion.  There are a 
lot more people, a lot more homeless people, 
but overall it is not that bad.  There are 
either a few or no spots open in homeless 
shelters.  Some churches help, but then their 
parking lots become packed with people 
living out of their cars.  (PO 73) 
 
The community is busier – more cars, more 
traffic and more people.  The quality of life 
is not very good for most people that have 
lived here a long time.  They do not like the 
bad attitudes of the people that have moved 
here for work in the oil fields.  This city no 
longer feels family-oriented anymore.  
Moms and their kids are not out in the parks 
or walking around as much anymore.  I hear 

complaints like these from the locals when I 
am both on and off duty.  (PO 2) 
People used to wave. That's not how it is 
right now. If you wave at someone who has 
out of state plates, they'll look at you like 
you are crazy. Neighbors do not look out for 
neighbors anymore. People lock their front 
doors, and they didn't use[d] to do that in the 
past. People used to leave their car running 
when they would run into the store. Not 
anymore. That can't happen here. It has gone 
from a very small town, like a best-kept-
secret kind of town to more of a mini-
metropolis.  It is very different than it used 
to be.  (PO 14) 
 
Police personnel linked changes occurring in 

their communities with the increasing presence of the 
oil industry in the region.  Physical deterioration of 
roads and open prairie, a diminishing sense of 
community, a declining quality of life among 
residents, and a loss of small town living are some of 
the negative outcomes identified by police personnel.  
The oil industry in western North Dakota attracts 
workers from all over the United States.  Police 
personnel stated that the influx of new residents 
moving to the area for employment has changed their 
communities.  The changes in the communities in 
western North Dakota are similar to changes that 
occurred in Winston Parva as people moved into the 
community for employment in the military factory 
(Elias & Scotson, 1994). 

 

Changes in Residents 

The second research question inquires about 
police perceptions of changes in residents in their 
communities resulting from the oil boom.  Police 
personnel first responded to a general question about 
changes in citizens, and then a second question that 
specifically asked about longtime residents’ reactions 
to changes in their communities.  When asked how 
(if at all) citizens in their communities have changed, 
many police officers (41%) reported that longtime 
residents are not happy about the changes taking 
place in their communities.  Specifically, longtime 
residents are not happy about the new people moving 
into their communities.  There is an “us versus them” 
mentality among longtime and new residents.  
Longtime residents are suspicious of new residents 
and blame them for the increase in crime in their 
community. 

 
People are frustrated with the additional 
activity and traffic.  They are suspicious of 
the new people and what is going on in 
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town.  Their perception of crime is worse 
than it really is.  They may have wanted 
Mayberry, but it was never that way before 
this oil boom anyway.  There is a perception 
by out of state folks that the locals don’t like 
them.  (PO 84) 
 
The longtime residents tend to keep to 
themselves because they are leery of 
outsiders.  The citizens tend to believe what 
they hear or what is in the newspaper and 
become more nervous.  As far as the 
composition of the citizens, there are more 
Haitians, African Americans, Hispanics and 
Indians (from India).  On a daily basis, I see 
20 different state license plates and have 
even seen a European tag on a vehicle.  (PO 
38) 
 
The local people are more irritable these 
days. They do not like the “oil trash.”  (PO 
68) 
 
Increased racial and ethnic diversity was 

identified as another change to residents by 
approximately one-third (32%) of police personnel.  
Census data indicate that all eight of the research 
sites in this study had populations that consisted 
mostly of white residents (90% or more) before the 
oil boom began in 2008.  Populations in all of the 
research sites are still predominately white today; 
however, many of the new residents moving into the 
region are not white, which results in greater racial 
and ethnic diversity in these communities (see Table 
1).  Police personnel stated that racial diversity is a 
positive thing for their communities, but they believe 
that some longtime residents are not happy about the 
changing faces in their communities.   

 
There are many new people from different 
cultures moving to town.  The town is now 
comprised of Asians, Hispanics, African 
Americans, Haitians, and Samoans just to 
name a few.  Some of the new people 
moving to town have no commitment to the 
community and no roots here.  Many of 
them have become homeless in the city 
because they are not hirable due to drug use 
or a criminal background.  I have not seen 
much racism or problems between the 
different groups, however.  Law 
enforcement treats all groups the same 
regardless of their background or race.  (PO 
40) 
 

It is very diverse.  There are license plates 
from everywhere.  There are a lot of 
Mexican oilrig workers and some of them 
are not legal, which means that we have 
interaction with Border Patrol quite a bit.  
One time, we had several illegal immigrants 
in custody. There were five of them working 
in town.  When I called the Feds to come 
and pick them up[,] they told us that they 
were not driving all the way out to western 
North Dakota to pick up the illegal people.  I 
asked the federal officer what I should do 
with them then.  He told me to let them 
go…..so I did.  (PO 11) 
 
The community is more diverse now, which 
is a good thing.  One thing I have noticed is 
that there are more ethnic food places 
coming to town and now you can buy 
movies that are completely in Spanish.  
Businesses in the area have started to cater 
to the new, growing diverse population.  It is 
good that they recognize this because the oil 
companies are located in areas where the 
populations are primarily Spanish speaking, 
such as Oklahoma, New Mexico[,] and 
Texas.  (PO 53) 
 
An increase in fear of crime is another change 

among residents identified by approximately one-
third (30%) of police personnel.  They believe that 
fear of crime among citizens is higher due to the 
rapid changes in the size and composition of 
community populations.  Many of the longtime 
residents are used to knowing most of the other 
residents in their communities.  The rapid influx of 
people who are unfamiliar to longtime residents has 
put some of them on edge and has made them 
concerned about their personal safety.  As a result, 
officers said that more people are carrying concealed 
weapons because they are fearful of becoming crime 
victims.   

    
The citizens have become more guarded and 
are more apt to lock their doors and cars 
these days.  The oil companies have been 
moving toward trying to get the workers to 
bring their families with them.  This helps 
keep the oil field workers in line and helps 
the community by bringing workers into 
town to assist in the service industries.  The 
businesses definitely need people to work 
and the spouses and girlfriends are the 
perfect employees.  (PO 49) 
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Women around here are not as likely to 
leave their houses alone anymore because 
there are dudes everywhere.  And the dudes 
are not from here so they do not know what 
to expect from them.  There are some people 
that do not mind the change in town.  They 
are the locals that are profiting from the oil 
boom though.  Everyone else is tired of the 
traffic and all of the new people moving into 
the city.  (PO 2) 
 
I see many safety programs now. People are 
organizing neighborhood watches without 
the police. They actually do it on their own. 
There is a huge increase in the number of 
gun permits. That has gone up. People tend 
to keep to themselves, but they can also be 
nosey too.  If they don't know their 
neighbors, they are very nosey. They don't 
trust anybody. We get a lot of calls for 
suspicious people because people will look 
out the window, see someone they don't 
know or that looks different from them, and 
then they will call the police because they 
think the person looks suspicious.  (PO 23) 
 
Police personnel responded to a second interview 

question that specifically asked about how longtime 
residents are reacting to the rapid population growth 
resulting from the oil boom.  Over half (56%) of 
police personnel stated that most longtime residents 
are unhappy with changes taking place in their 
communities.  As a result, some longtime residents 
have moved out of their communities.  The rapid 
population expansion in the region has disrupted the 
small town lifestyle coveted by many longtime 
residents. 

           
[]The long-term residents hate it.  They 
complain about the traffic and the different 
cultures that have moved into the area.  The 
rumor mill is a big problem.  The citizens 
may be exaggerating the crime rate because 
of this rumor mill.  Citizens do not go out at 
night as much because they are scared.  
There has been a huge increase in the 
number of concealed weapons permit 
applications.  There is a stack this high [six 
inches off the table] in the office.  The 
residents are mad because a lot of the money 
from the oil is going to the east side of the 
state and not staying local.  (PO 34) 
 
People are planning to move. They want to 
sell their homes because they are worth 
more now than they ever could be or have 

been in the past. Most are not happy. They 
do not like to have to wait in line at stores. 
You cannot get a post office box in the city. 
There is a wait list seven pages long because 
there are so many people from out of state 
getting post office boxes because they are 
not able to set up an established residency. 
The long-term residents are pissed.  (PO 6) 
Local people have become bitter.  They do 
not like the oil people coming in.  It creates 
fights in bars.  They want their small town 
back.  They are frustrated with all the traffic.  
(PO 87)  
 
The remaining 44% of police personnel 
reported mixed emotions among longtime 
residents where some longtime residents are 
happy, while others are not.  The longtime 
residents who are happy are benefiting in 
some way from the oil boom.  Some 
residents have benefitted financially because 
they own land that has oil on it, they secured 
jobs working in the oil industry, and/or they 
own local businesses that have become more 
profitable because of the rapid increase in 
population.  
  
It seems to be 50/50 among long-term 
residents.  Half of them are happy because it 
brings good business and they benefit from 
that, but then the other half bitch and 
complain about the traffic and crime.  The 
long-term residents seem to call us more 
about stuff such as people parked in cars 
near their homes.  Other complaints are that 
the residents have to lock up their stuff now 
where they didn’t have to worry about that 
in the past.  In general, they (citizens) 
complain that it is not a safe community 
anymore.  (PO 39) 
 
It has been okay.  The media coverage tries 
to blame it on oil.  Some long-term residents 
have a chip on their shoulder.  Others are 
happy to get a good job.  Some resent the 
increased cost of housing though.  (PO 88) 
 
There are a small number of people who are 
moving. There is a large percentage of 
people who actually welcome it. What is 
interesting is that we now have a person in 
town who used to be known as the town 
drunk.  But because the town drunk lives on 
a piece of land where there happens to be 
oil, the town drunk is now a millionaire. 
Where can you find that? Where can you 
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find a community where someone who used 
to be, sort of, a drunk loser is now the drunk 
millionaire of the town? The farmers are not 
very happy about it. They are very tired of 
all the traffic. There is way too much traffic. 
It is difficult for them to move their 
equipment around, especially the large farm 
machinery.  (PO 14) 
 
In contrast, some longtime residents can no 

longer afford to live in their communities because of 
the dramatic increase in the cost of living.  This is 
especially the case for people who rent their homes.  
A recent report by Craig (2014, February 17), 
identified Williston North Dakota as the city with the 
most expensive rent in the United States.  The report 
states that a 700-square-foot, one-bedroom, one-bath 
apartment in Williston costs more than $2,000 per 
month.  A three-bedroom, three-bath apartment costs 
as much as $4,500 per month.  Longtime residents 
not employed by or associated with the oil industry 
cannot afford the high rent.  In addition to high rent, 
the cost of food and other services has also increased 
in communities in western North Dakota.  Overall, 
there has been a significant increase in the cost of 
living in western North Dakota.       

Nearly one-third (30%) of police personnel 
mentioned an increased fear of crime among long-
term residents because of rapid population growth 
resulting from the oil boom.  Some long-term 
residents are suspicious of people affiliated with the 
oil industry who live and work in their communities.  
When there are problems in their communities, 
longtime residents quickly place blame on the new 
residents.  Some longtime residents stereotype new 
residents who work in the oil industry as criminals. 

 
The long-term residents wonder what 
happened to their small community.  The 
older residents tend to be more fearful now 
because of the media presentation of crime 
in the area.  The media only portrays the 
negative stuff and this is what they 
[residents] think is reality.  They have been 
calling about suspicious people more.  For 
instance, the other day I received a call 
about suspicious black people staring at 
people near a storage facility.  (PO 53) 
 
It is really tough for them [long-term 
residents].  They felt that it was a small town 
and they knew everyone.  There were low 
levels of crime and now there is more crime.  
Really, it is just increasing with the 
population, but it scares them.  People are 
blaming the “out of staters” for the crime.  

Some people are more accepting.  The 
reality is that locals also commit many 
crimes, but long-term residents do not like to 
hear that.  (PO 72) 
 
I can tell you that most people who are long-
term residents assume that the oil field 
people, or, as they call them, “oil field trash” 
or “rig pigs,” are causing a lot of trouble. 
There seems to be kind of a mixed 
perception here.  People are very happy 
about what it is doing for the economy, but 
they are not happy about having to fix the 
roads and the wear and tear on their 
community. (PO 30) 
 
Elias and Scotson (1994) described a division 

among residents of Winston Parva based on “social 
oldness” or length of residency.  Interviews with 
police personnel revealed that a distinct division 
exists among longtime residents of western North 
Dakota and new residents moving to the region for 
employment.  Police officers stated that some of the 
new residents are easy to identify because they come 
from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds that are 
not native to the communities in western North 
Dakota, which were predominately white before the 
oil boom began in 2008.  Out of state license plates 
and southern accents also serve as indicators for 
identifying new residents.  Officers described an “us 
versus them” mentality among the longtime and new 
residents in their communities. 

 

Changes in Crime 

The third research question examines police 
perceptions of changes in crime in their communities.  
When asked how (if at all) crime has changed in their 
communities since the oil boom began, over half 
(66%) stated that crime has increased in general, 
while the remaining 34% said that crime has 
increased in proportion with the increase in 
population.  Most (85%) police personnel stated that 
new residents are responsible for or are involved in 
the increased crime in their communities. 

 
Crime has gone up.  With more people there 
is more crime.  Low-level crime has always 
been around.  Violent crime hasn’t gone up 
that much, but more criminals are attracted 
to the work here and the type of person 
arriving is more likely to be violent.  The 
employers are much less selective now.  The 
proportion of criminals is higher among 
those attracted here than the local 
population.  Some of the new people have 
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more criminal tendencies, looking for thrills, 
and more exciting lifestyle.  (PO 77) 
 
Crime has gone up a lot.  It is mostly alcohol 
related.  A lot more thefts, a lot more 
drinking going on.  Many of the oil workers 
drink and want to prove how tough they are 
and get in a lot of fights at the bars.  The 
bars have been forced to hire bouncers by 
either the city or the county, but they are not 
always good and that can cause more 
problems than they solve.  A lot of the 
people who have come to the area are the 
lowest of the low from other parts of the 
country.  They are hard up people.  There 
have been a lot of stories done around the 
country about how there is work here and it 
brings these people in.  Some are sent from 
other places.  A guy was sent here on a bus 
by a judge somewhere.  He went to a bar 
and was arrested within 20 minutes of being 
here.  (PO 60) 
 
Much of the increase in crime is related to 
the scavengers and con artists that have 
come to town taking advantage of people.  
(PO 52) 
 
There was a consensus among police personnel 

in all of the research sites that violent crimes are not 
increasing to the extent that local, regional, and 
national media outlets report.  They believe that 
rumors and exaggerated media accounts contribute to 
the increased fear of crime among residents and the 
perception that western North Dakota has become 
“the wild west.”          

Following their assessment of general changes to 
crime, many police officers identified crimes that 
they believe have increased in recent years based on 
the calls for service they respond to while on duty.  
Over one-third (37%) reported that they respond to 
more alcohol-related crimes than they had in the past 
including driving under the influence/DUI, bar fights, 
and disorderly conduct.  An increase in drug-related 
crime was also mentioned by nearly one-third (31%) 
of police personnel.    

    
There are more bar fights. The bar fights 
used to be one person against one person. 
Now it is a bunch of people against a bunch 
of people. It is more of a group fight. The 
fights seem to be much more physical and 
violent. It is usually oil field workers against 
other oil field workers. The locals or long-
term residents do not go out as much 

anymore. They do not want to deal with the 
out of state people.  (PO 8) 
 
The amount of reported crime in the city has 
increased.  There are a lot more fights 
“monkey dances” with locals and oil 
workers.  The fights don’t seem to be that 
frequent anymore.  Also, there are more 
drugs in the city such as marijuana and 
meth.  (PO 57) 
 
There is a lot of violence, especially in the 
bars.  The males seem to be fighting over the 
females in hand-to-hand combat. There was, 
for a time, a lot of alcohol driving offenses 
such as DUIs.  The department recognized 
those rising statistics and put more officers 
on the street to combat and hit DUIs hard.  I 
believe that this has made a difference and 
people are catching on.  (PO 51) 
 
Approximately 25% of police personnel 

identified an increase in thefts, burglaries, and traffic-
related crimes such as driving under the influence of 
drugs and/or alcohol.  Others identified increases in 
domestic violence (18%) and prostitution (14%).  
Officers said that the use of weapons and the level of 
violence used during domestic violence incidents 
have increased in recent years. 

 
Domestic complaints are often oil field 
related.  The oil field workers have also 
increased the DUI arrests and hit and run 
accidents.  There are more serious calls, 
more weapon calls, and more violence 
involved in the calls we handle.  Domestic 
disputes seem to escalate more quickly, even 
to a shooting in one case.  (PO 89) 
 
The amount [sic] of calls for service has 
changed, but the crimes have not changed. 
More aggravated assaults, usually people 
drinking and getting in fights. There are 
more domestic violence calls, but that has to 
do with the housing shortage and cramped 
living quarters.  (PO 5) 
 
There are prostitution businesses popping up 
in the oil patch.  Many advertise on 
Craigslist.  One method is to advertise as a 
“cleaning service.”  The ad suggests they 
will clean your apartment or trailer, but the 
insinuation is that it is a lot more than 
cleaning being offered.  Servers at a local 
bar said that women were handing out 
business cards for their house cleaning 
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services, but they were not dressed like 
housekeepers.  (PO 85) 
 
Official crime statistics support most of the 

changes in crime identified by police personnel in 
this study.  Tables 2 – 7 provide crime rates and 
number of reported crimes for Williston, Watford 
City, Minot, McKenzie County, Williams County, 
and Ward County from 2004-2013.  There are no 
tables for Killdeer and Tioga as both cities have only 
recently began to collect crime data.  Ruddell, 
Jayasundara, Mayzer and Heitkamp (2014) also 
encountered problems with inconsistent data 
collection by police agencies located in boomtowns 
when they examined the boom-crime relationship in 
the Bakken.   

With the exception of Minot (located on the 
outer edge of the Bakken), most of the research sites 
in this study reported only a few (one to three) 
homicides per year from 2008-2013.  It is important 
to note that many of the research sites reported zero 
homicides in most years.  Reported sexual assaults 

either remained the same as before the oil boom or 
have declined since the oil boom began in 2008 in 
Minot and Ward County.  Watford City and 
McKenzie County have experienced a slight increase 
in reported sexual assaults since 2008.  Williams 
County and Williston have experienced the greatest 
increase in sexual assaults since the oil boom began.  
Aggravated assaults increased significantly in all of 
the research sites.  Officers reported that many of the 
aggravated assaults occur during bar fights.  The 
greatest increases in crime in the research sites come 
from property-related crimes such as theft/larceny 
and burglaries.  All of the research sites experienced 
significant increases in these two types of crime since 
2008.  Reported robberies have only increased in two 
of the research sites (Williston and Minot).  The 
general pattern found in Tables 2-7 indicates that the 
types of crimes that have increased the most include 
property-related crimes (burglaries and larceny/theft).  
The most common violent crime involving physical 
harm to citizens is aggravated assault. 

 
 

Table 2 – Crime Rates and Reported Crime in Williston, ND, 2004-2013* 
 
 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 
 
Homicide 
  

0 0 0 0 0 0 
7.4 
(1) 

0 0 
5.0 
(1) 

 
Sexual  
Assault 
 

24.5 
(3) 

24.5 
(3) 

49.3 
(6) 

32.6 
(4) 

113.0 
(14) 

118.5 
(15) 

81.1 
(11) 

106.9 
(16) 

73.3 
(12) 

65.2 
(13) 

 
Robbery 
 

0 
8.2 
(1) 

8.2 
(1) 

8.2 
(1) 

16.1 
(2) 

31.6 
(4) 

22.1 
(3) 

13.4 
(2) 

12.2 
(2) 

40.1 
(8) 

 
Aggravated 
Assault 
 

106.3 
(13) 

89.9 
(11) 

57.5 
(7) 

97.9 
(12) 

104.9 
(13) 

134.3 
(17) 

191.6 
(26) 

260.6 
(39) 

299.3 
(49) 

285.7 
(57) 

 
Burglary 
 

163.5 
(20) 

212.5 
(26) 

205.3 
(25) 

122.3 
(15) 

137.2 
(17) 

292.2 
(37) 

199.0 
(27) 

187.1 
(28) 

268.7 
(44) 

401.0 
(80) 

 
Larceny 
Theft 
 

1487.7 
(182) 

980.9 
(120) 

1001.9 
(122) 

1305.1 
(160) 

1267.5 
(157) 

2116.6 
(268) 

1805.6 
(245) 

1951.3 
(292) 

3689.0 
(604) 

3433.8 
(685) 

*Crime rates and reported crimes published on the North Dakota Attorney General website.     
       http://www.ag.nd.gov/Reports/BCIReports/CrimeHomicide/CrimeHomicide.htm  
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Table 3 – Crime Rates and Reported Crime in Watford City, ND, 2004-2013* 
 
 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012   2013 
 
Homicide 
  

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
50.8 
(1) 

0 

 
Sexual 
Assault 
 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
56.4 
(1) 

50.8 
(1) 

107.4 
(3) 

 
Robbery 
 

0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
35.8 
(1) 

 
Aggravated 
Assault 
 

217.9 
(3) 

148.7 
(2) 

73.8 
(1) 

72.9 
(1) 

37.0 
(1) 

0 
137.9 

(2) 
338.4 

(6) 
660.9 
(13) 

286.4 
(8) 

 
Burglary 
 

290.5 
(4) 

223.0 
(3) 

73.8 
(1) 

72.9 
(1) 

0 
72.4 
(1) 

413.8 
(6) 

394.8 
(7) 

254.2 
(5) 

572.9 
(16) 

 
Larceny 
Theft 
 

2904.9 
(40) 

520.4 
(7) 

369.0 
(5) 

583.5 
(8) 

185.1 
(5) 

72.4 
(1) 

1862.1 
(27) 

2425.3 
(43) 

2643.6 
(52) 

2363.1 
(66) 

*Crime rates and reported crimes published on the North Dakota Attorney General website.     
       http://www.ag.nd.gov/Reports/BCIReports/CrimeHomicide/CrimeHomicide.htm  
 

 
Table 4 – Crime Rates and Reported Crime in Minot, ND, 2004-2013* 

 
 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

 
Homicide 
  

2.8 
(1) 

2.8 
(1) 

0 
15.2 
(3) 

0 0 
2.7 
(1) 

14.4 
(6) 

0 0 

 
Sexual  
Assault 
 

95.9 
(34) 

85.0 
(30) 

45.8 
(16) 

55.1 
(19) 

56.9 
(20) 

34.0 
(12) 

71.8 
(27) 

16.8 
(7) 

46.0 
(20) 

26.9 
(12) 

 
Robbery 
 

19.7 
(7) 

11.3 
(4) 

25.8 
(9) 

14.5 
(5) 

8.5 
(3) 

14.2 
(5) 

13.3 
(5) 

12.0 
(5) 

13.8 
(6) 

40.3 
(18) 

 
Aggravated 
Assault 
 

107.2 
(38) 

136.1 
(48) 

94.5 
(33) 

185.6 
(64) 

150.9 
(53) 

255.0 
(90) 

212.7 
(80) 

247.7 
(103) 

174.9 
(76) 

201.6 
(90) 

 
Burglary 
 

434.4 
(154) 

306.1 
(108) 

403.6 
(141) 

406.0 
(140) 

364.4 
(128) 

289.0 
(102) 

183.5 
(69) 

283.8 
(118) 

179.5 
(78) 

403.3 
(180) 

 
Larceny 
Theft 
 

2391.8 
(848) 

2437.8 
(860) 

1997.8 
(698) 

1899.3 
(655) 

1585.8 
(557) 

1385.5 
(489) 

1600.9 
(602) 

1445.5 
(601) 

1389.8 
(604) 

1586.2 
(708) 

*Crime rates and reported crimes published on the North Dakota Attorney General website.     
       http://www.ag.nd.gov/Reports/BCIReports/CrimeHomicide/CrimeHomicide.htm  
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Table 5 – Crime Rates and Reported Crime in McKenzie County, ND, 2004-2013* 
 
 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 
 
Homicide 
  

DNR 0 0 0  0  0  0  0  0  0 

 
Sexual 
Assault 
 

DNR 
24.0 
(1) 

0 0 0 0 0 
42.6 
(2) 

0 
33.3 
(2) 

 
Robbery 
 

DNR      0      0       0        0       0        0       0 
19.2 
(1) 

0 

 
Aggravated 
Assault 
 

DNR 
47.9 
(2) 

47.3 
(2) 

0 0 0 0 
127.8 

(6) 
134.3 

(7) 
299.9 
(18) 

 
Burglary 
 

DNR 
311.5 
(13) 

165.4 
(7) 

137.8 
(6) 

94.1 
(4) 

69.3 
(3) 

0 
21.3 
(11) 

134.3 
(7) 

266.2 
(16) 

 
Larceny 
Theft 
 

DNR 
646.9 
(27) 

756.1 
(32) 

574.2 
(25) 

564.3 
(24) 

577.2 
(251) 

21.8 
(1) 

1171.7 
(55) 

1419.5 
(74) 

983.0 
(59) 

*Crime rates and reported crimes published on the North Dakota Attorney General website.     
       http://www.ag.nd.gov/Reports/BCIReports/CrimeHomicide/CrimeHomicide.htm 
 **DNR = Did not report 
 

 
Table 6 – Crime Rates and Reported Crime in Williams County, ND, 2004-2013* 

 
 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 
 
Homicide 
  

0 0 
14.1 
(1) 

0 0 0 0 0 
11.7 
(1) 

26.2 
(2) 

 
Sexual 
Assault 
 

0 
28.1 
(2) 

14.1 
(1) 

0 
27.8 
(2) 

27.2 
(2) 

12.9 
(1) 

12.8 
(1) 

58.4 
(5) 

39.2 
(3) 

 
Robbery 
 

0 0 0 
13.7 
(1) 

0 0 0 0 0 0 

 
Aggravated 
Assault 
 

42.3 
(3) 

0 
28.2 
(2) 

55.0 
(4) 

139.1 
(10) 

108.7 
(8) 

90.3 
(7) 

230.4 
(18) 

467.3 
(40) 

392.3 
(30) 

 
Burglary 
 

253.6 
(18) 

323.4 
(23) 

183.6 
(13) 

247.5 
(18) 

570.4 
(41) 

258.3 
(19) 

271.0 
(21) 

192.0 
(15) 

560.7 
(48) 

928.5 
(71) 

 
Larceny 
Theft 
 

648.1 
(46) 

604.5 
(43) 

805.1 
(57) 

577.4 
(42) 

723.4 
(52) 

407.8 
(30) 

658.2 
(51) 

1420.9 
(111) 

2056.1 
(176) 

3099.3 
(237) 

*Crime rates and reported crimes published on the North Dakota Attorney General website.     
       http://www.ag.nd.gov/Reports/BCIReports/CrimeHomicide/CrimeHomicide.htm 
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Table 7 – Crime Rates and Reported Crime in Ward County, ND, 2004-2013* 
 
 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 
 
Homicide 
  

0 
4.7 
(1) 

0 0 0 0 
5.5 
(1) 

0 0 0 

 
Sexual 
Assault 
 

28.2 
(6) 

0 
9.6 
(2) 

15.2 
(3) 

25.5 
(5) 

30.2 
(6) 

10.9 
(2) 

27.8 
(5) 

26.6 
(5) 

5.3 
(1) 

 
Robbery 
 

4.7 
(1) 

4.7 
(1) 

4.8 
(1) 

0 0 
10.1 
(2) 

0 0 0 0 

 
Aggravated 
Assault 
 

23.5 
(5) 

23.6 
(5) 

48.2 
(10) 

86.2 
(17) 

66.3 
(13) 

50.4 
(10) 

81.9 
(15) 

150.0 
(27) 

85.1 
(16) 

106.1 
(20) 

 
Burglary 
 

126.7 
(27) 

179.7 
(38) 

236.1 
(49) 

147.0 
(29) 

198.9 
(39) 

141.2 
(28) 

169.2 
(31) 

272.3 
(49) 

244.7 
(46) 

291.8 
(55) 

 
Larceny 
Theft 
 

642.8 
(137) 

496.4 
(105) 

510.7 
(106) 

289.0 
(57) 

311.0 
(61) 

504.1 
(100) 

666.0 
(122) 

577.9 
(104) 

574.6 
(108) 

514.7 
(97) 

*Crime rates and reported crimes published on the North Dakota Attorney General website.     
       http://www.ag.nd.gov/Reports/BCIReports/CrimeHomicide/CrimeHomicide.htm 
 
 

Police personnel reported that they frequently 
respond to calls involving DUI, disorderly conduct, 
drugs, thefts, domestic violence, and prostitution in 
recent years.  Arrest statistics published by the North 
Dakota Attorney General’s Office from 2004-2013 
indicate that there has been an increase in arrests for 
larceny, DUI, drug violations, and disorderly 
conduct.  The number of arrests for domestic 
violence and prostitution has only slightly increased 
since 2008.  Police personnel may be responding to 
more calls for service involving domestic violence 
and prostitution, but it does not appear that they are 
making a greater number of arrests for these types of 
crimes. 

Elias and Scotson (1994) believed that gossip 
played an important role in establishing and 
maintaining social order in Winston Parva.  Members 
of the established group used gossip to create a 
negative image of the outsiders, including the idea 
that they are involved in crime and disorder in the 
community.  In the current study, interview data 
revealed that most police personnel believe that the 
increase in crime in their communities is a result of 
the new residents moving to western North Dakota.  
Officers also reported that many longtime residents 
believe that the new residents are to blame for in the 
increase in crime.  This negative view of the new 
residents has led to an increase in fear of crime and 

suspicion toward new people moving into their 
communities.  Officers stated that exaggerated media 
reports coupled with community gossip contributes to 
the perception that western North Dakota has turned 
into the “wild west.” 

Conclusions 

Findings from the current study are similar to 
those found in previous studies that examined the 
impact of rapid population growth on police officer’s 
perceptions in energy boomtowns.  The distinction of 
two groups (longtime residents and new residents) by 
police personnel was a dominant theme in the 
responses to all interview questions asked in the 
current study.  Similar to the division in Winston 
Parva (Elias & Scotson, 1994), “social oldness” is a 
major factor creating a division between longtime 
residents and new residents in communities in 
western North Dakota.  Similarly, Scott et al. (2012) 
discovered a division between the longtime residents 
and FIFO (fly in, fly out) workers in the mining 
region in Western Australia.   

In the current study, police personnel reported 
that their communities look different due to the 
addition of new businesses, houses, apartment 
complexes, increased traffic, and new people moving 
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into the area.  Covey and Menard (1984), Ruddell 
and Ortiz (2014), and Taft (1981) all mentioned 
similar changes in their energy boomtowns.  Police 
personnel in western North Dakota also stated that 
citizens living in their communities have changed 
since the oil boom began in 2008.  Specifically, there 
has been a rapid increase in new residents moving 
into the region in recent years, most of whom are 
men, and some are from diverse racial/ethnic 
backgrounds.  Officers believe that some longtime 
residents of western North Dakota are unhappy with 
the changes to their quality of life and with all of the 
new residents moving into their communities.  Police 
personnel said that the number of “suspicious person” 
calls have increased because longtime residents do 
not trust new residents; they believe that the new 
residents are responsible for the increase in crime in 
their communities, and they are more fearful of 
becoming crime victims.  Covey and Menard (1984), 
Scott et al. (2012), and Taft (1981) also found that 
longtime residents disliked the rapid influx of new 
residents moving into their communities.  They did 
not trust the new residents; they believed that new 
residents were responsible for the increase in crime in 
their communities, and they too became more fearful 
of becoming crime victims.      

Fear of crime was a common theme in police 
responses to all of the interview questions asked in 
the current study.  Previous research shows that 
communities that experience rapid population growth 
may experience an increase in fear of crime, 
regardless of an actual increase in crime (Brown, 
2011).  In some cases, an increase in new residents 
from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds can lead 
to an increase in fear of crime (Krannich, Berry, & 
Greider, 1989).  Kennedy and Krahn (1984) argued 
that the fear of strangers could result in an increase in 
fear of crime among residents.   

An increase in fear of crime among residents can 
lead to a decrease in the density of social circles 
(Freudenburg, 1984), lower levels of community trust 
and social cohesion among residents (Freudenburg, 
1984; Hunter, Krannich, & Smith, 2002), and 
suspicion of new residents based on the belief that 
they are involved in criminal activities (Hunter et al., 
2002).  All of these negative results from increased 
fear of crime reduces the likelihood that residents, 
both old and new, will build strong social ties with 
others and become involved in social and civic 
activities (Brown, 2011).  Brown, Forsyth, and 
Berthelot (2013) contend that the negative outcomes 
from increased fear of crime can lead to “a 
dichotomous relationship between long-standing 
residents and newcomers” (p. 2). 

Rapid population growth associated with energy 
development often brings greater diversity to 

communities.  Census data show that there has been 
an increase in racial and ethnic diversity in all of the 
research sites in the current study.  Some police 
personnel interviewed for this study reported that 
some residents are not happy about the changing face 
of their communities.  Community leaders should 
organize cultural awareness workshops, create 
diversity committees, and provide English as a 
Second Language (ESL) services to new residents in 
an effort to educate the public about living in diverse 
communities.  Broadway (2000) notes the importance 
of these actions by communities leaders in his study 
focused on planning for change in small towns 
experiencing rapid population growth due to the 
arrival of the meatpacking industry.                                         

For better or worse, rapid population growth will 
continue to accompany energy resource development 
in the future.  For this reason, it is important to look 
for ways to reduce the negative consequences that 
can accompany rapid population growth.  One 
possibility is resident involvement in civic and 
community activities.  New residents can acquire 
social capital through social interaction and 
networking with others in their community.  Social 
capital is “the network of social connections that 
exist between people, and their shared values and 
norms of behavior, which enable and encourage 
mutually advantageous social cooperation” (“Social 
Capital,” 2014).  Community organizations (such as 
the Knights of Columbus, Chamber of Commerce, 
Rotary) that sponsor community-wide events provide 
opportunities for new residents to acquire social 
capital within their new communities. 

A recent study conducted in several coastal 
communities in Louisiana examined the impact of 
rapid social change resulting from energy resource 
development on civic community and perceptions of 
crime (Brown, 2011).  This study proposed that 
negative effects of social change (including fear of 
crime) could diminish if new residents become 
involved in civic and social organizations in their 
new communities.  The main data source for this 
study consisted of 156 face-to-face interviews with 
people who had knowledge of the oil industry in this 
region (Brown, 2011).  Interview data revealed that 
longtime residents’ perceptions of new residents 
influenced the integration of new residents into the 
community.  Longtime residents identified two 
groups of new residents in their communities: white-
collar professionals and non-skilled seasonal 
workers.  Longtime residents did not accept the 
white-collar professionals when they first moved into 
the community.  Once longtime residents began to 
see white-collar professionals becoming involved in 
their communities, purchasing homes, and 
contributing to their local economy, they became 
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more accepting of this group (Brown, 2011).  
Longtime community members viewed the non-
skilled, seasonal workers negatively as they believed 
that this group did not invest in their communities 
and that they were involved in criminal activities.  
Gossip and rumors stigmatized members of this 
group.  There was a general lack of trust toward the 
seasonal workers, which contributed to an increased 
fear of crime.  Members of this group were less likely 
to join community and civic groups in the community 
(Brown, 2011).  Brown (2011) concluded that 
community involvement could lessen some of the 
negative effects of rapid social change, including 
citizens’ fear of crime.                                   

A visual indicator of change in communities in 
western North Dakota is the increase in men moving 
to the region for employment.  It is possible that the 
rapid increase in men moving into these communities 
has resulted in an increase in fear of crime among 
residents.  In an effort to balance the demographics of 
the new residents moving to the Bakken region, some 
of the oil companies are beginning to recruit entire 
families to move with newly hired oil field workers.  
The human resources director for B&G Oilfield 
Services in Williston North Dakota tries to recruit 
families and spouses of oilfield workers to move to 
the area in an effort to retain quality workers 
(Dalrymple, 2014).  Some oil companies are also 
helping newly hired workers find affordable housing 
in the region to encourage them to bring their 
families to western North Dakota (Dalrymple, 2014).  
The ability to purchase homes in the oil boom 
communities in western North Dakota could make 
integration into the community easier for new 
residents moving to the area for work in the oil 
industry.  When new residents purchase homes in 
energy boomtowns, this signals to longtime residents 
that they are investing in the community (Brown et 
al., 2013).      

City and county agencies are also involved in 
recruiting families to move into communities in 
western North Dakota.  Recently, the Williston Parks 
and Recreation District opened the largest parks 
district-owned recreational center in Williston to 
attract families to the area (Visit Williston, 2014).  
The recreational park features an indoor water 
complex and playground, rooms to host birthday 
parties, and an indoor track that surrounds four 
basketball courts (Visit Williston, 2014).  Many 
communities in western North Dakota are greatly 
expanding childcare services to retain and attract 
families to the region (Killelea, 2014).  There has 
also been an expansion of schools to accommodate 
children moving into the region.  In 2013, the Board 
of University and School Lands (Land Board) set 
aside $12.5 million for k-12 education grants 

(specifically for expansion of infrastructure in k-12 
institutions) (Energy Infrastructure and Impact 
Office, 2013).                                     

It has been predicted that the oil boom in western 
North Dakota could last for another 100 years (Perry, 
2013).  Continued oil production will lead to the 
creation of more jobs, which means that new 
residents will continue to move into the Bakken 
region in the future.  It is important for community 
leaders and civic groups to help new residents 
assimilate into their new communities and provide 
opportunities for positive interactions with longtime 
residents.  This effort by community leaders could 
result in the outsiders becoming members of the 
established group in their communities 
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     Since the late 1980s, there has been an increase in 
the amount of media attention paid to sexual crimes 
and the feared offenders who commit these offenses 
(Conley, Hill, Church, Stoeckel, & Allen, 2011).  
Increased punitive sanctions against sex offenders 
and the developed and continuously expanding sex 
offender registry are both evidence of the negative 
legal climate directed toward sex offenders.  For 
example, in 2014, Florida doubled the mandatory 
minimum sentences for child rapists and expanded 
civil commitment laws to include more registered sex 
offenders than ever before ("Involuntary Civil 
Committment of Sexually Violent Predators," 2014).  
Local reporters called the new expansions “the most 
comprehensive overhaul of sex-offender legislation 
in more than a decade” (Alanez, 2014) as it 
strengthened the already existing Jimmy Ryce Act 
("Jimmy Ryce Involuntary Civil Committment for 
Sexually Violent Predators' Treatment and Care Act," 
1998).  Prior research also suggests that community 

members (Roberts, Stalans, Indermaur, & Hough, 
2003) and politicians (Texas Department of Public 
Safety, 2015) are in favor of harsh punishments and 
punitive actions taken against sex offenders.  
     Although prior literature has suggested that sex 
offenders do not have high rates of official recidivism 
compared to other types of offenders (Hanson & 
Bussière, 1998; Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2004; 
Levenson & Shields, 2012), many individuals refuse 
to believe this notion, further feeding into the idea 
that these individuals should be a feared group 
capable of chronic and predatory offenses (Lam, 
Mitchell, & Seto, 2010; Sundt, Cullen, Applegate, & 
Turner, 1998).  Using the Church, Wakeman, Miller, 
Clements, and Sun (2008) Community Attitudes 
toward Sex Offenders (CATSO) scale, this study will 
examine how a nationwide sample of community 
members perceives sex offenders and offenses, legal 
knowledge about the registry systems, and the 
stigmas surrounding this group of offenders.  
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Furthermore, this study tests to see if there are 
significant differences between how participants with 
and without children view these issues. 

Literature Review 

Community Members Perceptions of Sex 
Offenders 

     In the late 1980s and early 1990s, a series of 
high-profile child abductions (e.g. Jacob Wetterling, 
Megan Kanka, and Adam Walsh) left a nation of 
parents startled by these extreme cases of sexual 
crimes against children and fearful that their child 
might be the next one victimized.  As a result, 
legislation by state and federal governments 
established a national sex offender registry system 
(Jacob Wetterling Act, 1994), allowed for community 
notification regarding sex offenders living in nearby 
neighborhoods (Megan's Law, 1996), and increased 
prison sentences for sex offenders while eliminating 
the statute of limitations for registration (Adam 
Walsh Act, 2006).  Many of the newly created laws 
were memorial laws (Surette, 2011), which used the 
aforementioned child victims as figureheads for 
legislative progress.   
     Legislative successes were due in part to a nation 
of fearful parents lending emotional support for the 
legal efforts to stop additional sex crimes from 
occurring (Lees & Tewksbury, 2006; Levenson, 
Brannon, Fortney, & Baker, 2007; Sample & 
Kadleck, 2008).  The emotional response derived 
from the sexual victimization of a child is often 
overwhelming and can cause citizens to push for a 
more punitive stance toward sex offenders, which can 
then result in calls for increased prison sentences 
(Church et al., 2008; Roberts et al., 2003).  The 
political response towards these crimes is often swift, 
but politicians themselves recognize that these laws 
are not a cure-all for the level of panic and fear that 
people experience regarding sex crimes (Texas 
Department of Public Safety, 2015).  Others feel as 
though they have to no choice but to increase the 
strength of the sanctions aimed toward sex offenses, 
and that it would be “politically dangerous to 
question a sex offender policy” (Leon, 2011, p. 421).  
The support for harsher penalties against sex 
offenders is only further reinforced by the stereotypes 
promoted by the media, specifically the “predator” 
type of offender that many have grown to fear (Texas 
Department of Public Safety, 2015). 
     Only a small amount of research has focused on 
just how supportive community members are for 
legislation against specific offender types (e.g. child 
pornography users versus those with physical child 
victims versus statutory rapists), rather than for sex 

offenders as a whole (Kernsmith, Craun, & Foster, 
2009).  Other researchers have addressed whether or 
not community members even use the registry to 
learn if sex offenders live in their neighborhoods and 
pose a threat as they are perceived to.  Researchers 
found that not many community members access the 
tools that they vocally support (Burchfield, 2012; 
Craun, 2010; Kernsmith, Comartin, Craun, & 
Kernsmith, 2009; Kernsmith, Craun, et al., 2009).  
After surveying community members in New Jersey, 
Boyle, Ragusa-Salerno, Marcus, Passannante, and 
Furrer (2013) estimate that only 17% of their sample 
ever accessed the registry website in their state.  In 
addition to the harsher sentences imposed on sex 
offenders, there has been evidence of community 
demand for increased use of the sex offender registry 
and for community notification of sex offenders 
living in neighborhoods (Bates & Metcalf, 2007; 
Lam et al., 2010; Mears, Mancini, Gertz, & Bratton, 
2008; Seto & Ekem, 2005) despite research that 
suggests that community members rarely access the 
online registry websites or even know if there are sex 
offenders present in their neighborhoods (Burchfield, 
2012; Craun, 2010; Kernsmith, Comartin, et al., 
2009).   
     Prior research conducted on community member 
perceptions of sex offenders supports the notion that 
the desire for harsh punishments results from the 
belief that sex offenders are committing some of the 
most heinous crimes possible (Lam et al., 2010).  
Furthermore, there is evidence that community 
members believe that sex offenders are incapable of 
controlling themselves, that recidivism is almost a 
guaranteed event (Mancini & Mears, 2010), and that 
rehabilitative treatment does not work for these 
individuals (Sundt et al., 1998).  It is possible that 
some groups of community members are more 
emotionally driven in their responses to sex crimes—
specifically parents—which drives their support for 
the registry system rather driving their arguments 
from a knowledgeable and empirical point of view.  
This study addresses the differences between 
community members to see if parents are less 
knowledgeable and more emotionally driven in their 
response to the sex offender registry.  This study also 
seeks to test some of the misconceptions about sex 
offenders—such as the previously mentioned sexual 
incorrigibility—through the use of the CATSO Scale. 
 
Common Misperceptions and Inaccurate 
Community Member Knowledge  
 
     Inaccurate information regarding sex offenders is 
being presented to community members via a variety 
of sources (Proctor, Badzinski, & Johnson, 2002).  
For instance, the media often exaggerate or present 
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incomplete information to make a dramatic story grab 
the attention of the viewer.  If it is a story about an 
alleged sex offense, the reporter might call that 
person a sex offender without that person being 
convicted of any prior sex offenses—meaning that 
this individual is a first time offender.  However, 
once that label is placed on the person in question, 
the term sex offender is the only thing that is focused 
on, and the potential threat is renewed (Sanghara & 
Wilson, 2006).  With the increasing amount of media 
coverage being presented, it may seem as though the 
rate of sex crimes is also increasing (Proctor et al., 
2002).  Research has disproved this misconception 
through analysis of official data from the Uniform 
Crime Report, which suggests that the number of 
forcible rapes has steadily decreased since the 1980s 
(Lonsway & Archambault, 2012; Mancini, 2013).  
Furthermore, research has suggested that the majority 
of sexual offenses are committed by first time sexual 
offenders rather than repeat offenders (Sandler, 
Freeman, & Socia, 2008).  There are limitations in 
using official data (primarily concerned with the 
underreporting of sex crimes to the police), but other 
researchers have examined unofficial data in 
conjunction with official data sources (Finkelhor & 
Jones, 2012) and have come to similar conclusions 
regarding the decrease in sex crimes across all types 
of abuse.  This reduction in the rate of sexual 
offenses may be due, in-part, to the large number of 
first time sex offenders committing the majority of 
the crimes (Sandler et al., 2008) and also due to a 
general trend of low recidivism levels among sex 
repeat offenders.  Nevertheless, the contradictory 
information presented by the media and by 
researchers may be difficult for some community 
members to differentiate. 
     This misconception about the frequency of sex 
crimes ties into the misconception regarding the 
recidivism rates of sex offenders. A national study of 
community members reported that more than 93-
percent of Americans believe that sex offender 
recidivism levels are very high (Mancini & Mears, 
2010).  However, researchers have suggested that the 
recidivism level for sex offenders is rather low in 
comparison to other types of offenders (Sample & 
Bray, 2003), a finding that was reaffirmed in a 
comparison study of recidivism rates for sex 
offenders and non-sex offenders (Tewksbury, 
Jennings, & Zgoba, 2011).  Over a five-year time 
period, it is estimated that only 6.5% of sex offenders 
will be arrested for a new sex crime (Sample & Bray, 
2003), and after ten years, the recidivism rate for 
high-risk offenders decreases to 4.2% (Harris, Harris, 
Helmus, & Thornton, 2014).  Levenson and Zgoba 
(2015) have further reiterated that the sex offender 
registry laws have not contributed to a decrease in 

recidivism rates for registered sex offenders, thus 
suggesting that they may be ineffective.  In their 
earlier work, Sample and Bray (2003) concluded that, 
“sex offenders do not appear to be more dangerous 
than other criminal categories” (p. 79)—a statement 
that seems to have reaffirmed by more current 
research (Tewksbury et al., 2011).  Not only is this a 
well-accepted misconception among the general 
public but it was even promoted by the United States 
Supreme Court in their ruling for Smith v Doe 
(2003).  In that ruling, the court stated that the 
Alaskan registry “was not retributive since the law 
was reasonably attributed to sex offenders having 
unusually high rates of recidivism,” but no empirical 
data were cited to support this claim (as quoted in 
Durling, 2006, p. 343). 
     With a large amount of inaccurate information 
being circulated regarding sex offenders, it begs the 
question—How misinformed is the general public 
about this group of allegedly chronic recidivistic 
offenders who are unable to control themselves or 
change their behavior?  Prior research leans toward 
an inverse relationship between high levels of 
community member support for the registry but 
limited or inaccurate knowledge concerning what the 
registry actually entails (Redlich, 2001; Shiavone & 
Jeglic, 2009).  This study examines community 
member knowledge of general sex offender registry 
laws as a way to predict exactly how negative their 
attitudes toward sex offenders really are.  
Furthermore, it is necessary to measure whether or 
not negative is synonymous with punitive.  The 
Community Attitudes toward Sex Offenders 
(CATSO) Scale has worked to measure punitive and 
negative feelings toward sex offenders. 

Community Attitudes toward Sex Offenders 
(CATSO) Scale 

     Although the literature surrounding sex offenders 
and the registry is limited, there have been 
advancements in how to accurately measure 
perceptions of these groups.  In one of the earliest 
studies to systematically measure perceptions of 
sexual offenders, Hogue (1993) used the Attitudes 
Toward Sexual Offenders Scale (ATS), an adaptation 
of the Attitudes Toward Prisoners Scale (ATP; 
Melvin, Gramling, & Gardner, 1985).  Hogue’s 
(1993) study determined that the police hold the most 
negative attitudes, but those practitioners who have 
frequent interactions with sex offenders tend to have 
more positive attitudes towards sex offenders.  In 
replication research, women tended to view sex 
offenders less negatively than men (Ferguson & 
Ireland, 2006).  Men also perceived sex offenders 
with minor victims more negatively then those who 
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committed rape against an adult.  Female participants 
did not make the same distinctions that the male 
participants did (Ferguson & Ireland, 2006). 
     Additional research has focused on civilian, 
practitioner, and law enforcement perceptions of 
sexual offenders.  While the studies have added to the 
currently growing body of literature, researchers have 
lacked a systematic sex offender specific measure.  
The previous scales were originally geared toward 
prisoners or those with mental illness issues (see 
Hogue, 1993).  To solve this limitation, Church and 
colleagues (2008) developed a set of measures which 
specifically addressed attitudes toward sexual 
offenders.  Part of the reasoning behind this specific 
measure comes from the idea that sex offenders are a 
very stigmatized and targeted group of offenders, but 
often citizens are not as knowledgeable about sex 
offenses as they think they are.  They stated that “if 
attitudes are based, at least in part, on myths or 
misinformation, subsequent legislative policies and 
judicial decisions may not accurately reflect societal 
needs” (Church et al., 2008, p. 251).  Despite the 
limited knowledge base, there is a still a strong 
emotional response present (Church et al., 2008; 
Griffin & West, 2006). 
     Church and colleagues (2008) developed the 
finalized version of the Community Attitudes toward 
Sex Offenders (CATSO) Scale after conducting two 
pilot studies, which served to concentrate the total 
number of measures and to verify the reliability of 
the scale.  The final version of the scale includes 18-
items which measure four constructs related to the 
examination of community member perceptions of 
sex offenders.  The 18-items ask participants how 
much they agree, or disagree, with statements 
regarding the likelihood that sex offenders can 
change their behavior, whether or not sex offenders 
should ever be released from prison, and what their 
adult relationships are like.  These 18-items then 
loaded into four constructs, which Church et al. have 
titled “Social Isolation,” “Capacity to Change,” 
“Severity/Dangerousness,” and “Deviancy” (Church 
et al., 2008)  These constructs collectively measure 
“how dangerous they are, how deviant they are, how 
likely they can be rehabilitated, and how socially 
isolated they are” (Mustaine, Tewksbury, Connor, & 
Payne, 2014, p. 4).  The Capacity to Change and 
Severity/Dangerousness constructs include the most 
punitive measures since they address issues such as 
lifetime imprisonment, loss of civil rights, increases 
in other punishment, and the use of tracking devices.   
     The Church and colleagues (2008) CATSO Scale 
was developed as a specific systematic way to 
measure community attitudes regarding sex 
 
 

offenders. Specifically, the measures are trying to 
predict negative attitudes or how punitive community 
members feel in regard to sex offenders and their 
crimes.  The authors advocate its use in many arenas, 
such as collecting data from mental health 
practitioners, correctional officials, and law 
enforcement.  The CATSO Scale has been tested on 
probation and parole officers (Conley et al., 2011), 
prison wardens (Connor, 2012), law enforcement 
officers (Mustaine et al., 2014; Tewksbury & 
Mustaine, 2013), and parole board members 
(Tewksbury & Mustaine, 2012).  Thus far, the 
CATSO Scale has been primarily tested on 
practitioner samples.   
     It must be acknowledged that although Church et 
al. (2008) had success with their scale, other 
researchers have criticized the CATSO scale due to 
issues of reliability.  In their work applying the 
CATSO Scale to law enforcement officers, 
Tewksbury and Mustaine were only able to replicate 
the factor analysis for 15 of the 18 items that 
comprise the CATSO Scale.  More specifically, 
Tewksbury and Mustaine (2013) reported issues with 
the third and fourth components of the scale—
Severity/Dangerousness and Deviancy—and that two 
of the items loaded onto the wrong factor.  
Additionally, Shelton, Stone, and Winder (2013) 
tested the CATSO scale on three different samples to 
determine whether or not the scale was viable or if 
revisions needed to be made to its structure.  They 
determined that eight of the 18 factors loaded below 
the acceptable 0.60 factor loadings and that two of 
the four constructs (Severity/Dangerousness and 
Deviancy) lacked internal consistency altogether 
(Shelton et al., 2013)—the same constructs that 
Tewksbury and Mustaine reported to be problematic.   
     In later work, Mustaine, Tewksbury, Connor, and 
Payne (2015) chose to not use a factor analysis 
approach and instead used an additive version of the 
CATSO Scale in which they only created a cohesive 
construct of all 18-items.  By using this additive 
approach, Mustaine et al. (2015) found statistically 
significant results in predicting “negative/cynical 
views” toward sex offenders among a mixed sample 
of criminal justice officials.  Although the authors did 
not discuss it, this alternative approach may have 
been used in an attempt to eliminate the potential 
reliability issues discussed in earlier work.  Despite 
others’ concerns, in the current study, the scale will 
be used in gathering information from the general 
public.  Due to the difference in the sample 
(community member versus the previous use of 
practitioner samples), this study will take the 
traditional approach that Church et al. recommended.  
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Current Study 

     The current study uses a convenience sample of 
community members from across the country to 
examine their attitudes toward sex offenders by using 
the CATSO Scale.  Because it is not representative, 
this convenience sample cannot draw conclusions 
regarding the items found in the CATSO Scale.  
However, this sample does provide a cross-section 
view of attitudes towards sex offenders, which could 
later be tested on a more representative scale.  
Although a complete sample is being utilized, there is 
specific interest in examining the differences between 
parents and those participants who do not have 
children (non-parents).  This interest was derived 
from the protective nature embedded into having 
children and the sensitivity to the dangers posed to 
children.  Furthermore, parental fear of crime may 
end up causing parents to restrict their children’s 
activities, their movement, and with whom they 
associate (Carver, Timperio, Hesketh, & Crawford, 
2010; Foster, Giles-Corti, & Knuiman, 2010). 

Hypotheses 

     Because of this special interest, the project 
methodology is centered round two main hypotheses: 
1) More generally, participants will have negative 
attitudes regarding sex offenders, and 2) More 
specifically, parents will have less favorable attitudes 
toward sex offenders compared to their non-parent 
counterparts.  In order to test these hypotheses, 
frequency analyses, independent sample t-tests, and 
OLS Regressions will be completed. 

Methodology 

Sample 

 
     For this study, community members were 
recruited nationwide to complete a survey regarding 
their attitudes toward sex offenders.  Participants 
were recruited from an online participant pool called 
Mechanical Turk (MTurk), which is administered 
through Amazon.com.  MTurk is described as an 
online marketplace where employers (researchers) 
can hire employees (participants) to complete a 
variety of work, including surveys.  Participants were 
provided a $1 incentive for their participation.  An 
advertisement was posted on the MTurk website 
inviting participants to take part in a criminological 
survey pertaining to perceptions of sexual offenders.  
Participants were told about the $1 incentive and that 
the survey would take them between 15 and 30 
 

minutes to complete.  A link to the external survey 
was listed in the invitation directing the participants 
to a secure Qualtrics website where the survey was 
administered. 
     MTurk requires the researcher to prepay their 
account in order for the participants to be 
compensated via Amazon.com.  Using Amazon.com 
as a third-party provides for anonymity.  Eight 
hundred seventy-seven individuals responded to the 
invitation posting asking for study participants.1   The 
survey was administered in October 2013 and was 
open for one month.  Before any analyses occurred, 
the data were cleaned, and any missing data were 
median-replaced.  Table 1 shows the demographic 
information for the participants who took part in the 
survey.  Although at times some of the demographic 
statistics were close in terms of percentages, 
participants more frequently identified as being male 
(53.0%), White (59.4%), between the ages of 30-34 
(median age group), non-Hispanic (89.1%), non-
parents (56.0%) who did not have a school age child 
(69.7%).  Participants at minimum held a Bachelor’s 
degree (59.3%), were not married (collectively 
52.6%), and earned $50,000 or less (58.4%) but still 
identified as middle class (67.6%).  The largest 
number of participants identified as having lived in 
the South (36.0%), compared to other areas of the 
country (collectively 72.0%), and came from areas 
with populations larger than 50,000 residents 
(collectively 72.9%). 

Dependent Variables 

     This study sought to test community member 
perceptions of sexual offenders by using the CATSO 
scale as a way to assess those perceptions.  The 
original 18-item CATSO scale, as developed by 
Church and colleagues (2008), was used just as they 
proposed it.2   The reverse coding structure also 
stayed intact.  This means that even when participants 
are agreeing with statements, their agreement still 
might indicate negative feelings about sex offenders.  
For the most part, participants do not show very 
strong responses for the 18-items.  Many of the 
statements either have participant responses clustered 
together around the probably agree/probably disagree 
benchmark.  In other words, participants do not seem 
to be taking a hard stance on items such as “people 
who commit sex offenses want to have sex more than 
the average person,” “sex offenders have difficult 
making friends even though they try real hard,” and 
so on.  For others, there is a stronger collective 
feeling about the statements regarding dangerousness 
and whether or not sex offenders should be released 
from prison.  The univariate analysis of all 18-items 
of the CATSO Scale is available upon request. 
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Table 1: Participant Demographics (N = 877)
  

Variable  Percentages 

Gender Male 
Female 

n = 465 (53.0%) 
n = 412 (47.0%) 

Race Non-White 
White 

n = 356 (41.6%) 
n = 521 (59.4%) 

Age Median Age Group 30-34 years old 

Ethnicity Not Hispanic 
Hispanic  

n = 781 (89.1%) 
n = 96   (10.9%) 

Parental Status Non-Parent 
Parent 

n = 491 (56.0%) 
n = 386 (44.0%) 

Number of School Age Children 0 School Age Children 
1 or more School Age Children

n = 611 (69.7%) 
n = 266 (30.3%) 

Highest Level of Education No College Degree 
Bachelor’s Degree or Higher 

n = 357 (40.7%) 
n = 520 (59.3%) 

Marital Status Legally Single 
Married 
Divorced 
Widowed 

n = 386 (44.0%) 
n = 416 (47.4%) 
n = 64   (7.3%) 
n = 11   (1.2%) 

Income Level $0 - $50,000 
$50,001 - $100,000 
$100,001 - $150,000 
$150,001 - $200,000 
$200,001 and above 

n = 512 (58.4%) 
n = 275 (31.4%) 
n = 66   (7.5%) 
n = 19   (2.2%) 
n = 5     (0.6%) 

Socio-Economic Status Lower Class 
Middle Class 
Upper Middle Class 
Upper Class 

n = 171 (19.5%) 
n = 593 (67.6%) 
n = 110 (12.5%) 
n = 3     (0.3%) 

Geographic Region Northeast 
Midwest 
South 
West 

n = 144 (16.4%) 
n = 223 (25.4%) 
n = 316 (36.0%) 
n = 194 (22.1%) 

Population Size Less than 50,000 people 
50,000 – 99,999 
100,000 – 249,999 
250,000 – 999,999 
1,000,000 or more 

n = 238 (27.1%) 
n = 245 (27.9%) 
n = 210 (23.9%) 
n = 100 (11.4%) 
n = 84   (9.6%) 

 
     The 18-items break into four constructs, “Social 
Isolation,” “Capacity to Change,” 
“Severity/Dangerousness,” and “Deviancy,” with 
multiple factors loading onto each component.  
Factor analysis was completed to confirm that the 
original four constructs were still intact and that the 
Church et al. scales were accurate.  The 18-items 
loaded onto the four proposed constructs as intended. 
The measures are reported within the four constructs 
developed from the different factor loadings.  

Collinearity diagnostics were completed and there 
were no concerns about multicollinearity within the 
18-items.  Table 2 shows the factor analysis for the 
18-items.  All items registered at a factor loading of 
.60 or higher, which is considered appropriate 
(Netemeyer, Bearden, & Sharma, 2003).  Once the 
confirmatory factor analysis was completed, the 
measures were combined into the four scales 
representing the four constructs derived from the 
factor analysis.  The items were summed and then 
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divided based on the number of measures in each 
scale.   
     Once the scales were created, they were analyzed 
for reliability.  The “Social Isolation” scale reported a 
Cronbach’s alpha of .809, the “Capacity to Change” 
scale reported a Cronbach’s alpha of .784, the 
“Severity/Dangerousness” scale reported a 
Cronbach’s alpha of .742, and the “Deviancy” scale 
reported a Cronbach’s alpha of .703.  These 
reliability statistics are similar to those reported in the 
original CATSO study (Church et al., 2008).  
However, these results are different comparative to 
prior research, which suggested that the CATSO 

measures lacked internal consistency (Mustaine et al., 
2015; Shelton et al., 2013; Tewksbury & Mustaine, 
2013).  These four scales serve as the first four 
dependent variables for the OLS Regression models 
to be tested.  Finally, as per Church et al. (2008), the 
four scales were then recombined into an additive 
index—the Total Index of Negative Attitudes 
variable—which tests the entire 18-item scale in one 
index.  This index was also analyzed for reliability 
and reported a Cronbach’s alpha of .836.  The Total 
Index of Negative Attitudes variable will serve as the 
fifth and final dependent variable for OLS Regression 
analysis. 

 
Table 2: Factor Analysis for the 18-items of the CATSO Scale 

 
 Component 

Social Isolation 1 2 3 4 

Sex offenders prefer to stay home alone rather than be around lots of 
people. 

.615 -.143 .113 .065 

Most sex offenders do not have close friends.  .671 -.109 .226 -.180 

Sex offenders have difficulty making friends even if they try real 
hard. 

.699 -1.25 .027 -.130 

Most sex offenders are unmarried men. .619 -.238 .279 -.121 

Most sex offenders keep to themselves. .623 -.319 .270 -.058 

Capacity to Change     

With support and therapy, someone who committed a sexual offense 
can learn to change their behavior. (RC) 

-.126 .649 -.007 -.321 

People who commit sex offenses should lose their civil rights (e.g. 
voting and privacy). 

.272 .626 -.099 .019 

Trying to rehabilitate a sex offender is a waste of time. .182 .676 -.214 -.356 

Sex offenders should wear tracking devices so their location can be 
pinpointed at any time. 

-.096 .703 .069 .094 

Convicted sex offenders should never be released from prison. .190 .615 -.136 -.146 

Severity/Dangerousness     

Male sex offenders should be punished more severely than female sex 
offenders. (RC) 

-.112 -.057 .738 -.046 

The prison sentences sex offenders receive are much too long when 
compared to the sentence lengths for other crimes. (RC) 

-.275 -.183 .606 -.107 

Only a few sex offenders are dangerousness. (RC) -.203 .139 .693 .100 

Someone who uses emotional control when committing a sex offense 
is not as bad as someone who uses physical control when committing 
a sex offense. (RC) 

-.144 -.035 .634 -.159 

A sex offense committed against someone the perpetrator knows is 
less serious than a sex offense committed against a stranger. (RC) 

-.371 -.273 .701 -.147 

Sexual Deviancy     

People who commit sex offenses want to have sex more often than the 
average person. 

.160 .097 -.223 .653 

A lot of sex offenders use their victims to create pornography. .366 .342 .113 .701 

Sex offenders have high rates of sexual activity. .062 .204 -.149 .667 
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Independent Variables 

     For this study, two independent variables were 
used to predict the five OLS Regression models of 
the CATSO Scale.  The first focused on the 
participants’ general knowledge of laws surrounding 
the sex offender registry.  At times, participants are 
asked to think specifically of their state.  In other 
statements, participants were asked more general 
questions pertaining to the wide scope of the registry.  

Ten items were used to measure registry knowledge, 
using a five-point Likert Scale. As shown in Table 3, 
participants do not have very accurate knowledge 
regarding common laws associated with the sex 
offender registry.  Instead, the results suggest that 
participants’ are largely unsure about many of these 
testing measures.  Only a few measures, such as the 
Amber Alert measure, seem to show a majority 
correct response.   

 
Table 3: Registry Knowledge Measures (n = 877). 

 
Measure Very True 

(1) 
Somewhat 
True (2) 

Unsure  
(3) 

Somewhat 
False (4) 

Very False 
(5) 

1) In my state, all sex offenders are classified the same, no 
matter their crime.* (False) 

n = 87 
(9.9%) 

n = 215 
(24.5%) 

n = 370 
(42.2%) 

n = 135 
(15.4%) 

n = 70 
(8.0%) 

2) In some states, registered sex offenders are required to live 
at least 1,000 feet from a school zone, park or bus stop. (True) 

n = 196 
(22.3%) 

n = 259 
(29.5%) 

n = 330 
(37.6%) 

n = 60 
(6.8%) 

n = 32 
(3.6%) 

3) Some sex offenders are required to register for life. (True) n = 369 
(42.1%) 

n = 222 
(25.3%) 

n = 218 
(24.9%) 

n = 48 
(5.5%) 

n = 20 
(2.3%) 

4) In some states, juvenile offenders who are at least 14 years 
old at the time of the offense, can be placed on the registry if 
convicted. (True) 

n = 120 
(13.7%) 

n = 189 
(21.6%) 

n = 473 
(53.9%) 

n = 73 
(8.3%) 

n = 22 
(2.5%) 

5) All sex offenders are required to be on some sort of 
electronic monitoring/GPS tracking device at all times.* 
(False) 

n = 64 
(7.3%) 

n = 93 
(10.6%) 

n = 261 
(29.8%) 

n = 221 
(25.2%) 

n = 238 
(27.1%) 

6) Sex offenders have very high rates of reoffending.* (False) n = 213 
(24.3%) 

n = 325 
(37.1%) 

n = 230 
(26.2%) 

n = 68 
(7.8%) 

n = 41 
(4.7%) 

7) The Amber Alert system is named after a child named 
Amber; it has nothing to do with the color amber. (True) 

n = 436 
(49.7%) 

n = 135 
(15.4%) 

n = 229 
(26.1%) 

n = 43 
(4.9%) 

n = 34 
(3.9%) 

8) There are more male sex offenders registered than female 
sex offenders. (True) 

n = 416 
(47.4%) 

n = 236 
(26.9%) 

n = 164 
(18.7%) 

n = 49 
(5.6%) 

n = 12 
(1.4%) 

9) Individuals convicted of their very first sexual crime can be 
classified as sexual predators or can be placed in a Tier III 
classification. (True) 

n = 140 
(16.0%) 

n = 223 
(25.4%) 

n = 451 
(51.4%) 

n = 47 
(5.4%) 

n = 16 
(1.8%) 

10) After serving their prison sentences, some states allow sex 
offenders to be incarcerated indefinitely though a process 
called Civil Commitment. (True) 

n = 87 
(9.9%) 

n = 143 
(16.3%) 

n = 524 
(59.7%) 

n = 91 
(10.4%) 

n = 32 
(3.6%) 

* Indicates that the measure was reverse coded. 
 

     

     A simple True/False response option was not 
provided to participants in order to promote 
variability in the responses and to eliminate the 
possibility of forcing participants into one response 
or the other.  Each of the response options were 
dichotomized after the initial univariate analyses 
were conducted.  For the true statement measures, the 
response options “Very True” and “Somewhat True” 
were collapsed and coded as being correct.  The 
remaining three categories (“Unsure,” “Somewhat 
False,” and “Very False”) were coded as being 

incorrect.  The reverse action was conducted if the 
measure was a false statement.  Once dichotomized, 
the measures were then transformed into a count 
variable.  The count variable produced a series of 
scores ranging from 0 (no registry knowledge 
measures were answered correctly) to 10 (all ten 
registry knowledge measures were answered 
correctly).  The mean score for the Registry 
Knowledge count variable was 4.50; this indicates 
that many participants do not have a very accurate 
knowledge base and answered more than half of the 
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measures incorrectly.  Although the setup of the 
registry knowledge variable provides for a positive 
relationship to exist between itself and dependent 
variables, a negative relationship is predicted to occur 
(as registry knowledge decreases, the intensity of the 
participants’ negative attitudes toward sex offenders 
will increase). 
     The second independent variable used in the 
regressions was formed from the participants’ ability 
to correctly identify the most common demographic 
characteristics of the sex offenders currently on the 
registry.  Participants were asked to identify the 
common demographic features of sex offenders,3 
including the gender, age group, race, and ethnicity 
of the offender, along with the most frequent 

offender/victim relationship, victim type, and type of 
victimization or crime.  Based on prior research 
findings, the most frequent type of registered sex 
offender is a White, non-Hispanic male, with a mean 
age of 44.3 years of age.  The most common offense 
committed was a physical, non-consensual sex act 
against a female minor between the ages of 6-14 
(Ackerman, Harris, Levenson, & Zgoba, 2011).  This 
profile comes from a review of all state sex offender 
registries and those registered on it.  Although this 
may vary slightly dependent on location, the 
Ackerman et al. (2011) profile is thorough in its 
content and depiction of sexual offenders currently 
registered across the country.   
 

 
Table 4: Frequency Statistics for Stereotypical Sex Offender Measures (n = 877). 

 
Measure Response Options Frequencies 

Gender Male 
Female 

n = 834 
n = 43 

(95.1%) 
(4.9%) 

Age Group 14-25 years old 
26-35 years old 
36-45 years old 
46-55 years old 
56-65 years old 
66 years old and older 

n = 54 
n = 406 
n = 303 
n = 101 
n = 11 
n = 2 

6.2% 
46.3% 
34.5% 
11.5% 
1.3% 
0.2% 

Race Native American/Alaskan 
Asian 
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander 
Black/African American 
White 
Other 

n = 45 
n = 76 
n = 21 
n = 81 
n = 627 
n = 27 

5.1% 
8.7% 
2.4% 
9.2% 
71.5% 
3.1% 

Ethnicity Hispanic 
Not-Hispanic 

n = 163 
n = 714 

18.6% 
81.4% 

Offender/Victim 
Relationship 

Offender is a stranger 
Offender is a close friend 
Offender is a distant relative 
Offender is an immediate relative 

n = 285 
n = 257 
n = 245 
n = 90 

32.5% 
29.3% 
27.9% 
10.3% 

Most Frequent Victim Pre-pubescent female minor 
Pre-pubescent male minor 
Post-pubescent female minor 
Post-pubescent male minor 
Adult female 
Adult male 

n = 361 
n = 163 
n = 203 
n = 19 
n = 95 
n = 36 

41.2% 
18.6% 
23.1% 
2.2% 
10.8% 
4.1% 

Most Frequent Victimization Physical non-consensual sex act 
Physical consensual sex act with a minor 
Non-physical sex act 

n = 560 
n = 228 
n = 89 

63.9% 
26.0% 
10.1% 
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     Table 4 shows the frequency statistics for these 
seven measures as identified by the participants.  The 
majority of participants correctly identified the 
gender, race, and ethnicity of the offender.  Only 
34.5% of participants identified the offenders’ age 
group as 36-45 years old, but more than 80% of 
participants identified sex offenders as belonging to 
younger age groups.  Additionally, 67.5% of 
participants identified that the average sex offender 
has a relationship with his victim, compared to only 
32.5% of participants who identified a stranger 
perpetrator.  Finally, 41.2% of participants identified 
pre-pubescent females as the most frequent victim 
and a physical, non-consensual sex act (63.9%) as the 
most frequent type of victimization.  
     The seven measures associated with the 
stereotypical sex offender variable were then added 
together to create a total count variable.  Each of the 
seven measures was dichotomized into “correct” and 
“incorrect” response options based on the profile 
derived from prior literature.  Indexing the seven 
variables then created a new measure with participant 
scores ranging from 0 (no correct responses were 
identified) to 7 (all seven correct responses were 
identified).  The mean score for the Stereotypical Sex 
Offender count variable was 4.55; this indicates that 
participants have a semi-accurate knowledge base 
regarding the most frequent demographic features of 
sex offenders and answered more than half of the 

measures correctly.  Again, even though the setup of 
the stereotypical sex offender variable provides for a 
positive relationship to exist between itself and 
dependent variables, a negative relationship is 
predicted to occur (as the accuracy of the predicted 
stereotypical sex offender decreases, the intensity of 
the participants’ negative attitudes toward sex 
offenders will increase).  

Control Variables 

     All of the previously mentioned participant 
demographic variables will serve as control variables 
within the regression models. 

Results 

     Before the full model OLS Regressions were run, 
independent sample t-tests were conducted to see if 
there were any significant differences present 
between parents and non-parents regarding the 
different constructs of the CATSO scale.  Table 5 
shows that Social Isolation is the only construct to 
not show a significant difference between parents and 
non-parents in how they view sex offenders.  There is 
also a significant difference between parents and non-
parents for the other three constructs: Capacity to 
Change, Severity/Dangerousness, and Deviancy.   

 
Table 5: Independent Sample T-Tests for Parental Status and the Constructs of the CATSO Scale. 

 
 Social Isolation  

 Mean SD N df t Sig. 

Parents 3.37 .96 479 875 -.854 .224 

Non-Parents 3.32 .92 398 875 -.854  

 Capacity to Change      

Parents 3.71 .83 479 875 -5.280 .000*** 

Non-Parents 3.40 .88 398 875 -5.280  

 Severity/Dangerousness      

Parents 2.97 .84 479 875 -2.367 .018* 

Non-Parents 2.83 .81 398 875 -2.267  

 Deviancy      

Parents 3.66 .96 479 875 -3.145 .002** 

Non-Parents 3.45 .97 398 875 -3.145  

 Total Index of Negative Attitudes      

Parents 13.71 2.77 479 875 -3.715 .000*** 

Non-Parents 13.01 2.77 398 875 -3.715  

***p < .001; **p < .01; p < .05      
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Table 6: OLS Regression Models for Four Individual Constructs of the CATSO Scale. 
 

 Social Isolation Capacity to Change Severity/Dangerousness Deviancy 

Variable Coefficient Std. Error Beta Coefficient Std. Error Beta Coefficient Std. Error Beta Coefficient Std. Error Beta 

Registry Knowledge -.024 .014 -.055 -.009 .006 -.023 -.036*** .005 -.093 -.008 .007 -.017 

Stereotypical Offender -.071*** .022 -.116 -.024 .020 -.043 -.160*** .017 -.296 -.088*** .023 -.139 

Parental Status .088 .078 .047 .212** .071 .112 .148* .061 .089 .064 .080 .033 

Num. School  
Age Children 

-.052 .041 -.047 .034 .037 .033 -.001 .032 .000 .075 .042 .065 

Gender .001 .009 .005 -.017** .008 -.066 -.011 .007 -.047 -.001 .009 -.005 

Age -.038* .015 -.089 .018 .013 .049 -.029* .011 -.083 .011 .015 .027 

Race -.339*** .070 -.177 -.446** .064 -.253 -.425*** .054 -.251 -.489*** .071 -.248 

Ethnicity -.008 .006 -.039 -.001 .006 -.005 .002 .005 .011 .011 .006 .004 

Education Level .070 .065 .037 .042 .060 .024 .105* .051 .062 .032 .067 .016 

Marital Status .134* .065 .071 .110 .060 .063 .033 .051 .020 .045 .067 .023 

Income Level -.049 .044 -.040 -.014 .040 -013 -.055 .034 -.051 -.014 .045 -.011 

SES Status .009 .060 .006 .022 .055 .015 .038 .047 .026 -.012 .061 -.007 

Geographic Region .102 .063 .052 .046 .057 .026 -.020 .049 -.012 .055 .064 .027 

Population Size .002 .024 .003 -.034 .022 -.050 .003 .019 .004 -.026 .025 -.034 

Constant 4.033 .171  3.070 .230  3.000 .196  4.234 .176  

             
F-Statistic 8.550***   9.065***   26.927***   8.713***   
R Square .122   .129   .305   .124   

***p < .001; **p < .01; p < .05 
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This indicates that parents are exhibiting higher mean 
responses—indicating that they are more likely to 
agree with the measures provided in the survey for 
these constructs.  For example, parents are more 
likely to believe that sex offenders are incapable of 
change compared to non-parents.  Finally, there is a 
significant difference between parents and non-
parents for the total index of negative attitudes, 
which, as previously stated, is a combined count 
variable comprised of the four independent 
constructs.  Because four out of five of the t-tests 
show a significant difference between participants 
groups, these results provide initial support for the 
second hypothesis, which stated that parents will 
have less favorable attitudes toward sex offenders 
compared to their non-parent counterparts. 
     To build on the initial results of the independent 
sample t-tests, five OLS Regressions were completed 
to test the CATSO scale constructs and the total 

index of negative attitudes.  Table 6 shows the results 
of the first four regression models associated with the 
individual constructs of the CATSO scale.  All four 
models are strongly significant and are able to 
explain 12% of the variance or higher.  The 
Severity/Dangerousness model is the strongest of the 
four regressions by being able to explain 30.5% of 
the variance.  The registry knowledge variable only 
showed significance (significant at the .001 alpha 
level) within the Severity/Dangerousness model and 
presented a negative relationship with the dependent 
variable.  The stereotypical sex offender variable was 
strongly significant and was a suitable predictor 
variable for the models.  The only exception rests in 
the Capacity to Change model, where the 
stereotypical sex offender variable failed to be 
significant.  It too presented a negative relationship 
with the four dependent variables. 
      

 
Table 7: OLS Regression Model for Total Index of Negative Attitudes 

 
Variable  Total Index of Negative Attitudes 

  Coefficient Std. Error Beta 

Registry Knowledge  -.077* .019 -.059 

Stereotypical Offender  -.349*** .060 -.192 

Parental Status  .550* .213 .084 

Num. School Age Children  .047 .111 .017 

Gender  -.028 .024 -.035 

Age  -.031 .040 -.027 

Race  -1.783*** .191 -.313 

Ethnicity  -.006 .017 -.010 

Education Level  .248 .179 .044 

Marital Status  .322 .178 .058 

Income Level  -.131 .120 -.036 

SES Status  .058 .164 .012 

Geographic Region  .184 .172 .032 

Population Size  -.055 .066 -.025 

Constant  16.087 .474  

F Statistic 19.251***    

R Square .239    

***p < .001; **p < .01; p < .05     

     

     The negative relationships shown between the two 
independent variables and the four dependent 
variables suggest that as the two different types of 
knowledge decrease, the intensity of the participants’ 
negative attitudes toward sex offenders increases.  
These results are consistent with the development of 

the two count variables.  Furthermore, parental status 
is only significant in two of the four models 
(Capacity to Change and Severity/Dangerousness).  
The lack of overall significance does not suggest that 
there is a strong difference between the two groups 
for prediction purposes and only lends partial support 
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for the second study hypothesis.  Race was the only 
other consistently significant variable (significant at a 
.01 alpha level or higher) in all of the models.  A 
negative relationship is presented in all four models, 
indicating that minority, or non-White, participants 
have more strongly negative attitudes toward sex 
offenders comparative to White participants. 
     Table 7 shows the results of the final OLS 
Regression model associated with the total index of 
negative attitudes.  The results of the regression show 
a significant model, which is able to explain 23.9% of 
the variance.  Since the total index of negative 
attitudes is a compilation of the four constructs of the 
CATSO scale, it makes sense for the model to be 
nested in within the results of the other four 
regression models, in terms of explained variance and 
significant variables.  The registry knowledge and 
stereotypical sex offender variables are both 
significant (at the .05 and .001 alpha levels 
respectively) and show negative relationships with 
the total index.  Parental status is once again 
significant within the model (at the .05 alpha level), 
suggesting that parents have overall more negative 
attitudes toward sex offenders than non-parents.  This 
once again supports the study’s second hypothesis, 
which specifically addresses the difference between 
the two participant groups.  Finally, race is still 
significant within the model (at the .001 alpha level) 
and still shows a negative relationship between it and 
the total index of negative attitudes.  This once more 
suggests that minority, or non-White participants, 
have more negative attitudes toward sex offenders 
than do White participants. 

Discussion 

     The results of the study suggest that community 
members still have negative attitudes toward sex 
offenders, as evidenced by the statistical strength of 
the regression models.  However, some interesting 
findings developed from the inclusion of the control 
variables in the models.  First, parental status was 
only significant in three of the five of the regressions 
and therefore can only provide partial support for the 
second hypothesis, which states that parents will have 
less favorable attitudes toward sex offenders 
compared to their non-parent counterparts.  The 
variable is significant for the Capacity to Change, 
Severity/Dangerousness, and the Total Index of 
Negative Attitudes.  Parents may be tapping into their 
fears regarding the potential threat that sex offenders 
pose to themselves and more specifically, to their 
children.  These elements examined more of the 
misconceptions (e.g., increased rates of sexual assault 
and high rates of recidivism) discussed earlier in the 
literature review.  Based on the participants’ beliefs 

about this misinformation, it may play a role in the 
strong negative attitudes captured in the regression 
models.  These specific models provide further 
support for the idea that there is a “knowledge gap” 
between the information being produced by 
researchers (e.g., experts) and community-members 
(e.g., non-experts; Robinson, 2003).  Community-
members tend to rely on the media as their 
informational source, which can lead to the distortion 
of the facts regarding sexual offenders and the 
potential threat that they pose.  These results are 
particularly important now as we find ourselves in an 
era where politicians constantly call for increased 
legislation against sex offenders and are successful at 
passing nearly 50 new sex offender related laws a 
year (Texas Department of Public Safety, 2015; 
Zilney & Zilney, 2009).  These new laws often have 
major impacts on the reentry efforts of sex offenders 
and often lead to increased frequency of collateral 
consequences such as unemployment (Levenson et 
al., 2007; Shelton et al., 2013), homelessness 
(Levenson & Hern, 2007; Tewksbury, 2004, 2005), 
and harassment from the community (Brannon, 
Levenson, Fortney, & Baker, 2007; Levenson & 
Hern, 2007; Zevitz & Farkas, 2000). 
     Second, the participants’ race was significant in 
all five-regression models, presenting a negative 
relationship between race and the negative attitudes 
toward sex offenders. While the negative relationship 
for this variable was not anticipated, it does indicate 
that minority participants hold more strongly 
negative attitudes toward sex offenders than do white 
participants.  As seen from the stereotypical sex 
offender variable, most sex offenders are White 
males, and that variable is supported by the findings 
of Ackerman and colleagues (2011).  Research also 
suggests that most victimizations tend to be 
interracial in nature rather than intra-racial (Rader, 
Cossman, & Porter, 2012).  But the relationship 
found between the race variable and the attitudes 
toward sex offenders suggest that an intra-racial 
effect may be occurring.  This study did not 
specifically set out to examine the racial differences 
in the perception of sexual offenders.  However, prior 
research on the perceptions of juvenile sex offenders 
suggests that “participants were marginally more 
supportive of registration when the defendant and the 
victim were different races,” implying that a racial 
bias might be taking place “not just at the offender, 
but at interracial relationships” (Salerno et al., 2013, 
p. 73).  Prior researcher has suggested that White 
community members are typically more in favor of 
harsh laws against sex offenders compared to Blacks 
(Mancini, Shields, Mears, & Beaver, 2010; Mears et 
al., 2008).  However, given the direction of these 
results, this may be a new area of research to explore 
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further as minimal research has been completed 
examining the race of the offender or the race of the 
victim in regards to perceptions sexual offending, and 
these findings seem to contradict those of Mancini 
and colleagues (2010) and Mears and colleagues 
(2008).  Additionally, it begs the question as to just 
toward whom minority participants hold negative 
attitudes.  Does an interracial relationship exist, or is 
it intra-racial in nature? 
     Finally, the use of the CATSO Scale in the 
predictive models provided a different look at 
negative perceptions of sex offenders.  
Predominately, researchers have focused on applying 
the CATSO Scale to practitioner samples (Conley et 
al., 2011; Connor, 2012; Mustaine et al., 2015; 
Shelton et al., 2013; Tewksbury & Mustaine, 2012, 
2013); however, Church et al. (2008) did state that it 
should be applied to community member samples as 
well—something that has been done in this study.  In 
addition to the sample, this paper has shown support 
for a scale that has been criticized for reliability and 
validity issues in the past.  There were no issues with 
reliability or internal validity in this analysis.  Due to 
the inconsistencies between this study and previous 
studies regarding this issue, it is still necessary to find 
the most consistent version of the CATSO Scale 
possible, which would require future adjustments of 
the items and the constructs. 

Limitations 

     Although there are numerous strengths present in 
this article, there are several limitations that must be 
acknowledged.  First, the use of the online participant 
pool MTurk has several disadvantages. MTurk is a 
voluntary, nation-wide participant pool, but because 
it is voluntary, there may be some selection bias 
occurring. Furthermore, this bias might be increased 
because there was a $1 monetary incentive. This is a 
larger incentive when compared to the other MTurk 
surveys that were being administered around the 
same time. Most of the other MTurk research 
opportunities were only providing $.25 or $.50 to 
participants as an incentive. Since the participants 
tended to be younger in age, this might imply that 
there might be a generational bias in participation as 
well.  Younger participants are more reliant on the 
Internet and might be using MTurk as a way to 
supplement their income. 
     Additionally, it must be acknowledged that 
although this study did use a nationwide sample of 
participants, that sample was not representative of the 
country as a whole.  Several states stood out with 
higher rates of participants, and a concentration of 
southern states was more strongly represented than 
other parts of the country.  The South has historically 
had more punitive laws and more punitive views 

toward the punishment of all types of offenders 
(Cohen, 1998), which may have biased the results of 
the survey somewhat.  Since the sample is not 
representative of the country overall, this has 
implications for future research.  However, this study 
was able to provide support for community members 
exhibiting negative attitudes toward sex offenders 
based on cross-sectional data. 
     Furthermore, this study is testing participants’ 
perceptions of sexual offenders based on general 
knowledge questions.  Using federal law as a basis 
for the questions was an option, but it has not been 
adopted by all states.  Although several federal sex 
offender laws have been implemented in nearly all 
states, only 17 states are in full compliance with the 
most current federal law—the Adam Walsh Act of 
2006 (National Conference of State Legislatures, 
2013).  Furthermore, states are allowed to adapt 
additional laws that are not imbedded in the federal 
laws (e.g., residency restrictions).  Since there is no 
uniform set of laws to base the knowledge questions 
off of, they had to be more general in tone.  
Additionally, participants might be more familiar 
with their own state laws rather than the federal laws 
that were discussed previously.  It is impractical that 
participants should receive individual surveys based 
on their own state laws if the purpose of the study 
was to test the collective knowledge of all 
participants.  For these reasons, and the inconsistent 
results of the registry knowledge variable, which was 
significant throughout all five models, a possible 
reconceptualization of the variable may be needed.  
Future research could focus on formulating a better, 
more consistent knowledge variable. 

Conclusions and Policy Implications 

     There are a variety of policy implications that can 
be derived from this study. The first, and most 
important, is that the nation does not know enough 
about the laws of which they are highly supportive.  
Through the Stereotypical Sex Offender variable, the 
study shows that participants are more aware of who 
sex offenders look like and the types of offenses they 
are committing.  But their legal knowledge is still 
limited.  Registry knowledge was only significant for 
the Severity/Dangerousness and the Total Index of 
Negative Attitudes regression models.  Although the 
registry knowledge variable was not significant for 
all the models, the significant results for the Total 
Index of Negative Attitudes regression were very 
telling.  These results indicate that participants’ legal 
knowledge was strongly predictive of how they feel 
about sex offenders overall—the index included the 
four individual scales and provides the most 
information about just how negative their attitudes 
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are toward this group of offenders.  These 
inconsistencies may require a stronger development 
of the registry knowledge variable, or the 
development of state specific variables. 
     The registry knowledge variable is arguably the 
more important when compared to the stereotypical 
sex offender variable.  The demographic 
characteristics of the offender are consistent when 
looking at the total number of registered sex 
offenders across the country (Ackerman et al., 2011), 
but the law is always evolving.  If legal knowledge is 
already limited, it is possible it will decrease in 
accuracy as the laws surrounding the registry evolve 
and expand.  This puts researchers at a greater 
disadvantage in terms of policy implications.  If 
community-members are already showing 
inaccuracies in terms of legal knowledge, and the law 
continues to evolve in a more punitive fashion, then 
what might that mean for the experiences of 
registered sex offenders?  The political response to 
sex crimes is consistently increasing in terms of 
sanctioning sex offenders (Leon, 2011; Meloy, 
Curtis, & Boarwright, 2013; Robinson, 2003), and 
many community-members believe these sanctions to 
be a positive improvement of the law.  Prior research 
has also suggested that community members do not 
access their state’s registry website very frequently 
(Boyle et al., 2013; Burchfield, 2012; Craun, 2010; 
Kernsmith, Comartin, et al., 2009; Kernsmith, Craun, 
et al., 2009), and many community members do not 
even know when sex offenders are living in their 
neighborhoods (Burchfield, 2012; Craun, 2010; 
Kernsmith, Comartin, et al., 2009).  Despite the 
inconsistent significance within the models, simple 
frequency statistics reveal that the many participants 
either were unsure or completely wrong about the 
information presented to them.  However, their 
support for the registry, and even harsher penalties 
against sex offenders, was as strong as prior literature 
suggested it would be. 
     If community members were unknowledgeable 
about the legal circumstances surrounding the sex 
offender registry, then they would be applying all of 
their inaccurate perceptions to the totality of 
individuals registered.  The sex offender registry 
requires registration for a variety of different offenses 
ranging from public urination through serious sexual 
assaults.  These crimes are vastly different, yet the 
registrants are labeled the same way—sex offender.  
Most states only use a binary classification structure 
(sexual offender or sexual predator), or they use the 
three tier system established in the Adam Walsh Act 
(2006).  If community members were not 
knowledgeable about the basic characteristics of sex 
offenders (race, gender, age, etc.), why would we 
assume that they would be able to differentiate 

between these legal classifications?  A lack of 
knowledge and a high level of support for punitive 
increases to the registry can cause further harm to 
those low-risk offenders who are equated with the 
high-risk predators of whom the community 
members are more fearful. 

Future Research 

     Future research efforts should focus on several 
issues.  As previously discussed, there is a need to 
refine the knowledge variables to find a better fit with 
the CATSO measures.  Though the CATSO Scale 
tested well, it has not had consistent results with all 
researchers and all samples.  Therefore, further 
testing must occur in order to find a more consistent 
set of measures to examine community member 
perceptions and knowledge regarding the sex 
offender registry.  Revising the CATSO Scale will 
also provide a more consistent set of measures 
regarding community member support for punitive 
sanctions against sex offenders—something that 
researchers called for in 2013 (Mancini, 2013).   
     Revising the CATSO Scale will also allow for 
researchers to collect more national samples that can 
test the public opinion of sex offenders.  The CATSO 
Scale can be applied to perceptions of all sex 
offenders across the country, but the majority of sex 
offender research either uses convenience samples 
(Shiavone & Jeglic, 2009) or focuses participants 
coming from one state (Levenson & Shields, 2012; 
Levenson & Zgoba, 2015; Tewksbury, 2004, 2005).  
This study admittedly uses a convenience sample, but 
it still uses a national sample of participants.  Other 
researchers should be encouraged to focus on 
national attitudes toward sex offenders as well. 
     Sex offender demographics also have to be taken 
into account when addressing public perceptions 
research.  The inverse relationship of the race 
variable to the CATSO measures was an unforeseen 
result.  Future research should survey participants 
about the social demographics—including race—of 
the offender to see if there is a racial bias effect 
occurring as Salerno et al. (2013) discuss in their 
research and whether or not that bias is geared toward 
inter- or intra-racial sex offenses.     
     In addition to facing criticism and social isolation 
from unwelcoming community members, 
increasingly punitive laws may further exacerbate the 
problems that sex offenders face during their reentry 
efforts.  It is well documented that registered sex 
offenders face issues with unemployment (Levenson 
& Cotter, 2005; Levenson & D’Amora, 2007; 
Tewksbury & Zgoba, 2010), finding suitable housing 
that does not violate any residency restrictions 
(Klein, Rukus, & Zambrana, 2012; Levenson & 
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Cotter, 2005; Tewksbury, 2004, 2005), and 
stigmatization due to the nature of their offenses 
(Burchfield & Mingus, 2008; Zevitz & Farkas, 2000).  
It does not defy logic that these issues could become 
more pervasive among registered sex offenders 
should the legal atmosphere become more stringent 
regarding the registry restrictions placed upon them.  
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Endnotes 

 
1  The MTurk platform employs roughly 500,000 workers at a time.  Although this survey did not have any   

limitations on who was eligible to take the survey providing a response rate would not be truly representative of 
who was issued the invitation.  There is no way to tell who saw the survey invitation and decided not to take it or 
to determine the number of people who did not even view it to begin with.  More information about MTurk can be 
found here: www.mturk.com. 

 
2  All 18-items of the CATSO Scale, please see Church et al. (2008). 
 
3  For example, when asked about the offenders’ gender, participants were asked to respond to the statement: “Most 

sex offenders are (male/female).”   
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     Recent collections such as What is Criminology? 
(Bosworth & Hoyle, 2011) and What is Criminology 
About? (Crewe & Lippens, 2015) suggest a renewed 
interest in defining the basis and scope of this field 
given the infinite activities carried out in its name. 
These collections bring together some of the world’s 
leading criminologists to generate a kaleidoscopic 
image of the field as it currently stands, but I want to 
hazard a new statement of what criminology is by 
going in the opposite direction and discussing the 
origin and history of the term criminology.1 In other 
words, this is not a criminological study but a 

philological study of the word criminology and a 
philosophical study of the very idea of criminology. 
My aims are not polemical. I am not attempting to 
say what criminology should be. My aims are 
analytical. I’m attempting to articulate what 
criminology is and, from the perspective of 
philology, the best way to do so is to look at where 
the word came from, to survey what it has been said 
to be, to consider what its practitioners have done in 
its name, and then to produce a definition that is 
abstract enough to be accurate yet specific enough to 
be meaningful. Thus, I want to ask, what were the 
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discourses out of which the word criminology 
emerged in the nineteenth century? What was the 
context and meaning of the early usage of the term? 
What points were writers trying to make when they 
first coined this term? And how has the term been 
defined and redefined since its popularization in the 
twentieth century? 
     But, it is also necessary to ask, who says our 
current definition of the field must be accountable to 
the earliest hiccups of the word? Absolutely no one, 
but my suggestion is that the early uses of the word 
criminology to signify wildly different activities in 
wildly different contexts creates the basis for the 
more inclusive and more accurate definition of a field 
that has become wildly diffuse in recent years. With 
the rise of “critical criminology” in the 1970s 
(Taylor, Walton, & Young, 1974) and a swelling 
number of more recent innovations  – including  
“radical criminology” (Platt, 1974), “newsmaking 
criminology” (Barak, 1988), “peacemaking 
criminology” (Pepinsky & Quinney, 1991) “cultural 
criminology” (Ferrell & Sanders, 1995), “convict 
criminology” (Richards & Ross, 2001), “popular 
criminology” (Rafter, 2007), “visual criminology” 
(Francis, 2009), “public criminology” (Loader & 
Sparks, 2010), and “narrative criminology” (Presser 
& Sandberg, 2015) – criminologists have spent much 
of the past 40 years discovering new ways to do 
criminology, new people to do it, and new goals it 
can aim to achieve, effectively challenging the 
mainstream twentieth-century tradition of thinking 
that criminology must be academic and scientific.  
     With this recent reformation, criminology can 
now be understood as the systematic study of crime, 
criminals, criminal law, criminal justice, and 
criminalization. While I expand and explain this 
definition in my conclusion to this essay, I want to 
note upfront that the keyword here is “systematic.” 
Criminology is “systematic” as opposed to 
“unsystematic,” meaning that it involves 
interpretation with a method and affiliation with an 
organization, but it is also “systematic” as opposed to 
“academic” and “scientific.” The methods of 
criminology are often though not necessarily 
academic and scientific, which means that (a) 
criminology usually comes in the form of 
scholarship, but it can also come in the form of essay 
and art; (b) criminology may be scientific (drawing 
upon fields such as biology, psychology, and 
sociology) and/or humanistic (taking cues from 
philosophy and history as well as legal, cultural, and 
literary studies); and (c) criminology can be either 
analytical or ethical—that is, either pure research 
concerned with an accurate understanding of crime or 
applied research involved in the treatment of 
criminals and the prevention of crime. From this 

perspective, criminology is not a narrow, limited 
discipline of academic research but an umbrella term 
for a general field of inquiry, one that includes within 
its scope many different sorts. If so, then the above 
definition is potentially controversial because of what 
it leaves out—gone are the insistences that 
criminology is “scientific,” “academic,” 
“sociological,” and “modern”—and the virtue of this 
new definition is its inclusiveness. It acknowledges 
new and unorthodox research in criminology, which 
opens up new and unorthodox possibilities for 
funding and employment in the name of criminology, 
which holds the promise of new theories of crime and 
new policies for prevention and treatment.  
 

“The Very Word Criminology”:  
The Need for a Philology of Criminology 

 
     A philological approach to the word criminology 
is required because the different and sometimes 
conflicting understandings of this field are reflected 
in and are inextricable from the different and 
sometimes conflicting accounts of the origin of the 
word. In criminological scholarship, wild conjecture 
seems to follow whenever someone writes the phrase 
“the very word ‘criminology.’” Rock (1994) claimed 
that “the very word ‘criminology’ seems to have been 
first used in the 1850s and come into more general 
usage in the 1890s when the subject began to be 
taught in the universities of western Europe, at 
Marburg, Bordeaux, Lyons, Naples, Vienna and 
Pavia” (p. xvii). Lippens (2009), however, put the 
date 20 years later: “The very word ‘criminology’ 
surfaced during the 1870s” (p. 2). While 
contradictory, these claims both have some basis in 
reality. According to the Oxford English Dictionary 
(OED), the authoritative source on the English 
language, the first recorded instance of the word 
criminologist came in 1857 (“Criminologist,” 2014), 
and the first instance of the word criminology in 1872 
(“Criminology,” 2014). Yet Beirne (1993), who has 
written our most authoritative account of the term, 
insisted that “there is no recorded instance of the term 
criminology ever having been used before the final 
quarter of the nineteenth century” (p. 233).  
     This uncertainty about when the word criminology 
first appeared is closely bound up with an uncertainty 
about who invented it. O’Brian and Yar (2008, p.127) 
credited Cesare Lombroso with creating the word, 
while Reiner (2012, p. 32) wrote that it was not 
Lombroso himself but his followers, and Pond (1999) 
said that the first recorded use of this word did not 
come from either Lombroso or his followers: “The 
very word ‘criminology’ was not coined until 1879 
when it was first used by the French anthropologist, 
Topinard” (p. 8). Yet Bennett (1988) put the first 
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instance of the word criminology six years later: “The 
word ‘criminology’ made its first appearance in 
1885” (p. 7). Using this date, Beth (1941) explained 
that “the Italian scientist Garofalo … coined the word 
‘criminology’ in his work Criminologia (first edition 
1885)” (p. 67). For his part, the eminent criminologist 
Leon Radzinowicz (2002), founding director of the 
Institute of Criminology at the University of 
Cambridge, considered both Garofalo and Topinard 
in a gripping yet ultimately inconclusive account of 
his and his friends’ attempt to trace the origin of the 
word:  
 

Who was the first person to use the term? 
Baron Raffaele Garofalo—next to Ferri the 
most prominent expositor of the Scuola 
Positiva—selected Criminology for the title 
of his book, which first appeared in 1885…. 
Yet William Bonger, the Dutch 
criminologist, stated that the first scholar to 
use the term ‘criminology’ was the 
Frenchman P. Topinard, who was not a 
criminologist but an anthropologist. 
However, Bonger failed to provide a 
reference. I turned to Thorsten Sellin in the 
hope that with his vast historical knowledge 
of criminological thought he might be able 
to confirm that Topinard was the first. I 
went carefully through Topinard’s published 
works, and the only paper I could find in 
which he used the term criminology is the 
one which he presented to a congress in 
1889, four years after the appearance of 
Garofalo’s book. At this point, I decided that 
it was rather fastidious to attempt to track 
down this terminological query. (p. 440–
441) 

 
Here Radzinowicz associated Garofalo with a 
biological (as opposed to sociological) approach to 
criminology, and Knepper (2001) agreed that “it was 
the criminologists working from the perspective of 
biological positivism who invented the word 
‘criminology,’” stating that “the term [was] 
introduced at a criminal anthropology conference in 
1889” (p. 64). Like Pond and Radzinowicz, Muncie 
(2000) credited the word “criminology” to Topinard, 
but not in 1879 (Pond’s year) or 1889 (Radzinowicz 
and Knepper’s year): “In 1890 Topinard, writing in 

the Athenaum, expressed his dislike for the term 
‘criminological anthropology’ to describe the then 
fledgling science of crime and criminality. He 
reluctantly suggested using the term ‘criminology’ 
instead, ‘until a better term can be found’” (p. 227). 
The Athenaum article that Muncie referred to, 
however, was not written by Topinard. It was an 
anonymous review of Havelock Ellis’s 1890 book, 
The Criminal, and so Jones (2013) wrote that “it was 
[Ellis] who, in promoting the ideas of Lombroso, 
introduced the word ‘criminology’ into the English 
language” (pp. 2–3). Rafter (2011) also credited Ellis 
for the English word “criminology,” extending the 
point to the Americas: “Britons became familiar with 
the term when Havelock Ellis published The 
Criminal (1890), his compendium of criminal 
anthropology…. Americans learned of it when Arthur 
MacDonald published Criminology [in 1893]” (p. 
147).  
     So when did the word criminology become a 
word: the 1850s, the 1870s, 1872, 1879, 1885, 1889, 
1890, 1893? Where was it invented: England, Italy, 
France, the United States? And who should be 
credited with coining the term: Lombroso, Topinard, 
Garofalo, Ellis, MacDonald, someone else, no one at 
all?  
     In an effort to answer these questions, and to 
correct several of the above misconceptions, Table 1 
presents all known instances of the word criminology 
from 1850–1890. I also want to note that, just as 
there is no consensus on the origin of the word 
criminology, there is no consensus on the nature of 
the discipline signified by that word, as Rafter herself 
discussed in her article “Criminal Anthropology in 
the United States” (1992). In her essay, Rafter 
showed that the debates which occurred during the 
formation of criminology as a coherent discipline in 
the United States—Is it an autonomous field? What is 
its methodological orientation? Is it about knowledge 
production or crime control?—continue to inform 
our discussions of what criminology is and what it 
does, an idea argued earlier by Jeffery (1959). In the 
analysis of the original European discourse that 
follows, I explore and expand upon this idea, taking 
as my point of departure the notion that the multiple 
and sometimes conflicting definitions of the word 
criminology symbolize, follow from, and lead to 
comparably conflicting understandings of the field of 
criminology.
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Table 1: The Word Criminology, 1850-1890 
 

Date Word Language Country Author Text 

March 21, 
1857 

“criminologist
” 

English England John Ormsby “Felons and Felon-Worship”  

1860 “criminology” English England Joseph Ewart The Sanitary Condition and Discipline 
of Indian Jails 

April 3, 
1872 

“criminology” English United States H.T. “France”  

1881 “criminology” English United States Andover 
Theological 
Seminary 

Catalogue of the Officers and Students 

1884 “criminologia” Italian Italy S.P.G. 
Mazzarese 

Quoted in Annali di Statistica [Annals of 
Statistics] (Nov.-Dec., 1885).  

1885 “criminologia” Italian Italy Raffaele 
Garofalo 

Criminologia: Studio Sul Delitto, Sulle 
Sue Cause e Sui Mezzi di Repressione 
[Criminology: The Study of Crime, its 
Causes, and the Means of Repression] 

December 
5, 1885 

“criminologia” Italian Italy L. Majno “La Scuola Positive di Diritto Penale” 
[The Positive School of Criminal Law]  

1886 “criminologia” Italian Italy Emanuele 
Carnevale 

Della Pena nella Scuola Classica e nella 
Criminologia Positiva [On Punishment 
in the Classical School and in Positive 
Criminology] 

1886 “criminologia” Italian Italy Guilio 
Fioretti 

Su la Legittima Difesa, Studio di 
Criminologia [On Self-Defense, a Study 
of Criminology] 

1887 “criminalogie” French France Paul 
Topinard 

“L’Anthropologie Criminelle” [The 
Criminal Anthropology] 

1888 “criminologie” French France Gabriel Tarde “La Criminologie” [The Criminology] 

June 18-20, 
1889 

“criminology” English United States Committee 
on Prison 
Reform 

“Prison Reform” 

August 
1889 
(published 
1890) 

“criminologie” French France Paul 
Topinard 

“Criminologie et Anthropologie” 
[Criminology and Anthropology] 

August 
1889 
(published 
1890) 

“crimnologie” French France Romeo 
Taverni and 
Valentin 
Magnan 

“De l'Enfance des Criminels dans ses 
Rapports avec la Prédisposition 
Naturelle au Crime” [A Criminal’s 
Childhood in Relation to their Natural 
Predisposition to Crime] 

January 
1890 

“criminology” English United States Arthur 
MacDonald 

“Criminological” 

1890 “criminology” English England Havelock 
Ellis 

The Criminal 

August 30, 
1890 

“criminology” English  England Anonymous “Criminal Literature”  

September 
6, 1890 

“criminology” English England Anonymous Review of Havelock Ellis’s The 
Criminal in Athenæum 
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The First Uses of the Word Criminology in 
Nineteenth-Century English Literature2 

     According to the OED, the first recorded instance 
of the word criminology came in an article titled 
“France” (signed only with the author’s initials, 
“H.T.”) in the Boston Daily Advertiser on April 3, 
1872, which drew attention to the newness of the 
word by putting the neologism in quotation marks: 
“The law school affords … lectures … on what the 
French call ‘criminology,’ or the science of penal 
legislation” (“Criminology,” 2014). Here 
criminology is associated with France and Europe 
more generally and, with this quote coming from a 
Boston paper, it would seem that the United States 
(not England) was the earliest home to criminology 
in the English language. In this advertisement, 
criminology is described as a science and is 
associated with an academic institution, specifically 
the law school at the College of France, and it is said 
to be the study of criminal law. As such, this  
quotation epitomizes our conventional image of early 
criminology as continental, academic, and scientific 
(see Becker & Wetzell, 2006; Gibson, 2002; Horn, 
2003; Pick, 1993; Wetzell, 2000), but this image can 
be qualified by looking at some English instances of 
the word criminology that predate the OED’s first 
recorded use. As I demonstrate in this section, the 
first uses of the word criminology came in English, 
not Italian or French, and those early instances 
referred to loosely essayistic popular literature, not 
rigorously scientific academic research.  
     As noted, the first instance of the word 
criminology was predated by the first instance of the 
word criminologist, which came in an anonymously 
written book review entitled “Felons and Felon-
Worship” published in 1857 in The Saturday Review, 
a London weekly newspaper. Beirne (1993) 
identified the author of this review as “almost 
certainly John Ormsby” (p. 236), an English travel 
writer and translator, an attribution I follow here. 
Ormsby’s review attended to the growing number of 
mid-nineteenth-century English writers who found 
crime fascinating and devoted themselves to 
representations of and reflections on criminals. The 
first sentence of Ormsby’s review suggested that this 
new trend of “felon worship” was an outgrowth of 
“what, for want of a better title, we may call the 
Newgate Press” (p. 270). He was referring to a 
literary fad in England that began with the immensely 
popular posters and pamphlets sold at fairs and public 
executions in London in the late eighteenth century, 
sheets that were dubbed The Newgate Calendar. 
Taking its name from London’s Newgate Prison, 
where criminals were held for trial and (often) 
execution, The Newgate Calendar was comprised of 

heavily moralistic and highly formulaic criminal 
biographies written initially by jailers and later by 
lawyers who recounted the lives, crimes, confessions, 
repentances, and executions of the criminals in the 
prison (see Worthington, 2005). Enticing readers 
with the sordid details of the criminal life, these 
stories also admonished readers through their 
representation of crime’s inevitable punishment and 
the criminal’s inevitable regret. The tales were first 
collected and published in book-form as The Newgate 
Calendar in 1773 and were then revised and reissued 
in many editions into the nineteenth century, 
spawning an early nineteenth-century genre of crime 
fiction called “the Newgate novel” (see 
Hollingsworth, 1963), including examples such as 
Charles Dickens’s Oliver Twist (1837-1839).  
     Ormsby’s review addressed three samplings of 
“the Newgate Press” from 1857. The first was titled 
Scenes from the Lives of Robson and Redpath (1857), 
written by an author who went only by his initials, 
J.B. This book followed the Newgate tradition, 
narrating and analyzing the misdeeds and 
punishments of two criminals, William James 
Robson (a playwright and criminal) and Leopold 
Redpath (a criminal and philanthropist), for the 
purpose of deterring readers from a life of crime. In 
fact, the very first sentence of J.B.’s preface to 
Scenes articulated the criminological theory of 
deterrence fairly clearly: “Punishments were 
instituted and are preserved by society for their 
deterring effect upon the community, rather than 
from a display of vengeance towards the criminal 
who violates its laws.” Famously, Cesare Beccaria 
(1764/1995) argued this theory of deterrence in his 
treatise On Crimes and Punishments, which many 
criminologists cite as the first text in “the classical 
school” of criminology (e.g., Cullen & Agnew, 
2013). In this regard, J.B. would belong to Beccaria’s 
classical school, the major difference being that J.B. 
was actually called a “criminologist” by one of his 
contemporaries, as discussed below, while Beccaria 
was not.  
     The second text covered in Ormsby’s review was 
the Lamentation of Leopold Redpath (1857), an 
anonymous poem about one of the criminals 
discussed by J.B., but this time written from the 
perspective of the criminal, who fancied himself a 
Robin Hood, robbing the rich to feed the poor. This 
poem was overtly sympathetic, turning a criminal 
into a tragic hero, as evident in this excerpt which 
Ormsby quoted: 
 

Alas! I am convicted, there a no one to 
blame 
I suppose you all know Leopold Redpath is 
my name; 
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I have one consolation, perhaps I’ve more, 
All the days of my life I ne’er injured the 
poor. (p. 271) 

 
Ventriloquizing the criminal, sympathetically 
imagining his moral and mental progress, the 
Lamentation is arguably an anticipation of the 
“convict criminology” of Richards and Ross (2001) 
or the “narrative criminology” of Presser and 
Sandberg (2015). Moreover, this text, and the 
Newgate tradition more generally, could contain the 
germ of an “artistic criminology,” one which uses the 
media of imaginative expression—from poems, 
plays, and novels to paintings, photographs, films, 
and other performance arts—to study crime and 
criminals, and also one which mobilizes 
criminological theories to unpack the artistic 
creations of writers ranging from Homer and 
Shakespeare to Dickens and Spike Lee—all 
criminologists of a sort who, like the author of the 
Lamentation, chose to present their theoretical 
reflections on crime and criminals through artistic as 
opposed to scholarly writing, producing what Rafter 
(2007) has called “popular criminology.” In short, if 
Scenes from the Lives of Robson and Redpath pointed 
backward to Beccaria and the criminology of the 
eighteenth century, the Lamentation of Leopold 
Redpath pointed forward to some of today’s 
emergent criminologies.  
     But is it prudent to call these works of 
“criminology”? Ormsby thought so. Having 
considered “a philosopher” and “a poet” (p. 271), he 
then turned to the author of a third book, titled Dark 
Deeds, and dubbed him a “criminologist” in the first 
recorded instance of that term:  
 

In the author of Dark Deeds we have a 
criminologist of a third sort. J B. had proved 
that theatricals, casinos, literature, peas out 
of season, presentations at Court, and 
extravagance generally, whether in notions 
or expenditure, all lead to felony. The poet 
had shown that benevolence and dishonesty 
may co-exist in the same individual. The 
purpose of the writer now before us is “to 
show the short-lived success of crime by 
examples carefully selected from the career 
of those who have planned, and sinned, and 
suffered.” (p. 271) 

 
Before turning to Dark Deeds, I want to note that 
Ormsby’s phrasing here (“a criminologist of a third 
sort”) is fascinating because it conceives of all three 
writers – one a philosopher, one a poet, and one an 
essayist—as “criminologist[s].” Moreover, Ormsby 
allowed for different “sorts” of criminologists. This is 

the quality of criminology—diverse, not only in 
content and method, but indeed in medium, allowing 
for different manifestations in different forms of 
expression ranging from expository prose to 
imaginative poetry—that I am striving to capture in 
my definition of the field. Indeed, that diversity in 
content, method, and medium is precisely what we 
see in in something like the Art/Crime Archive 
(www.artcrimearchive.org) and in the concerns of 
“cultural criminology” (Ferrell & Sanders, 1995), 
which treats art and film as both an object of study 
and as criminological commentary itself.3 
     While published anonymously, Dark Deeds 
(1857) announced in its subtitle that it was written By 
the Author of ‘The Gaol Chaplain,’ a Cambridge-
educated clergyman named Erskine Neale. In the 
introduction to Dark Deeds—which was lifted 
wholesale from Neale’s earlier book Scenes Where 
the Tempter has Triumphed (1849)—the author 
looked at crime and asked what “father[s] the 
offense” (p. iii). With his interest in the “fans et origo 
malorum” (p. iv), “the source and origin of evil,” 
Neale was, like many modern criminologists, 
interested in criminogenesis, or crime causation. He 
presented two causes of crime—“impunity” (p. iii) 
and “vice … represented in the ascendant” (p. iv)—
the first a psychological theory of criminology 
concerned with the mental transactions that result in 
criminal actions, the second a sociological theory 
addressing the relationship between literature and 
crime. For the latter point, Neale argued that literary 
representations of unpunished villainy both embolden 
the criminal and misrepresent the world because 
crime is always punished by the “Invisible Avenger,” 
namely God (p. v). We can (and many of us would) 
debate Neale’s conclusion that “that there is no such 
thing as successful villany” (p. v), but what is beyond 
debate is that—like the other entries in the Newgate 
tradition—his argument was systematic, rigorous, 
organized, and methodical. The method was not 
scientific, and the data were not quantitative. Instead, 
Dark Deeds consisted of a series of vignettes or 
character portraits of criminals that Neale 
encountered, interviewed, and studied. The 18 
chapters of Dark Deeds range from five to 20 pages 
of absolutely gripping narrative and deep (if often 
theologically dogmatic) analysis, including titles such 
as “Perverted Talent—Mathieson the Engraver,” 
“The Female Assassin—Miss Ann Broadrick,” and 
“The Gaming House an Ante-Room to the Gallows—
Henry Weston.” Reading these chapters feels exactly 
like reading, say, the “cultural criminology” of Jeff 
Ferrell (1997), whose approach to fieldwork, 
theorized as “criminological verstehen,” attempts to 
unravel the lived meanings of crime and justice by 
attending to the subjective experiences and emotions 
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of an embedded researcher. Likewise, Neale’s Dark 
Deeds consisted of “fieldwork” conducted by an 
analyst immersed in the object of his study and using 
a formal system or method of interrogation, one that 
allowed him to gather, evaluate, and display 
information with a relatively high degree of 
consistency and rigor.  
     The three books covered in Ormsby’s “Felons and 
Felon-Worship” represent a coherent body of 
literature for a burgeoning field, a field pointing back 
to the Newgate tradition, a field I would call 
“criminology.” This field began with literary and 
ethical accounts of crime and criminals written by the 
public and the practitioners of criminal justice—
jailers and lawyers, not scholars, certainly not 
scientists. If so, then the Newgate tradition has a 
significant and previously overlooked role in the 
disciplinary history of criminology. Although 
criminology, both the word and the discipline, is 
usually thought to have originated in Italy in the 
1880s, there were instances of the word criminology, 
and I would argue a field of criminology, in England 
well before that time. To understand the Newgate 
tradition as “criminology” is to suggest that, in its 
inception—as in our current moment—criminology 
could and does take the shape of humanistic, 
essayistic writing done by criminal justice 
professionals. Moreover, the moralistic tone and 
purpose of the Newgate tradition reveals that 
criminology began as “applied research” concerned 
with the prevention of crime, not “pure research” 
addressed solely to the understanding of crime. Some 
criminologists may want to preserve the moniker of 
criminology for pure, scientific research conducted 
by academics, but the first instance of the word 
criminology gestures toward a branch of the field that 
is humanistic, popular, and practical, something that 
might be called “public criminology” following 
Loader and Sparks (2010). These very old and very 
new instances of “public criminology” suggest that 
criminology, then and now, need not be nervously 
restricted to academic and scientific writing.  
     Given this broad and inclusive understanding of 
criminology, it becomes necessary to ask what makes 
something not criminology. In all its “sorts,” the 
criminologist can be distinguished from the amateur, 
as Ormsby did when he concluded that there are 
“three great classes of felon-worshippers” (p. 272). 
First, there are those who perversely love deviance 
and wickedness. Second, there are those who only 
obsess over criminals because everyone else is doing 
so. But then Ormsby turned to a third class of “felon 
worshipers” who anticipate what we now tend to 
think of as criminologists:  
 

Thirdly, we have those of the George 
Selwyn stamp, for whom a criminal has a 
sort of unhallowed fascination. They take a 
deep interest in all he says and does, or has 
said and done – they have an unquenchable 
thirst for information as to whether his 
health holds up, what he had for breakfast 
the last morning, whether he takes kindly to 
the crank, the colour of his hair and eyes, his 
height, his habits, his disposition. They are 
not to be confounded with the first class; for 
they would not rescind one jot or tittle of his 
sentence, or ameliorate his condition for any 
consideration. The more you punish him, the 
better pleased they are – only you must let 
them know all the particulars. (p. 272) 
 

In these three classes of “felon worshippers,” we 
might distinguish criminophiles—those who love, 
celebrate, and sentimentalize criminals—from 
criminologists such as George Selwyn – those who 
study criminals with an “unhallowed fascination.”4  
The criminologist is no less enthusiastic and 
obsessive than the criminophile, but the criminologist 
is interested in interpretation, not celebration. From 
this perspective, it is an unsentimental interest, an 
attempt at elucidation, and an attention to 
particularity that distinguishes the criminologist who 
studies crime from the amateur who is simply 
fascinated by it.  
     Three years after “Felons and Felon-Worship,” the 
word criminology appeared again in a book by 
Joseph Ewart, M.D. entitled The Sanitary Condition 
and Discipline of Indian Jails (1860). While Ewart’s 
book is notable as an early, unrecorded instance of 
the word criminology, it is also remarkable for its 
articulations of actual criminological theories. In one 
passage, Ewart used what we would now call a 
“social learning theory” of criminology to describe 
prison as a school for scoundrels, as “a course of 
infamous training, under the ascendant reign of some 
irreclaimable villain, who occupies the professorship 
of criminology in this collegiate institution for the 
reciprocal and universal dissemination of the blackest 
vice and crime” (pp. 288–289). I do not want to take 
this instance too seriously because clearly Ewart used 
the word criminology ironically—meaning, as he did, 
that criminology is the study of how to do crime—but 
it is still noteworthy that in 1860 a British physician 
writing about India used the word criminology 12 
years before the OED’s first recorded usage. 
Moreover, it is interesting to consider the fact that, in 
this early instance, criminology was something that 
was done by the criminal himself, suggesting another 
early example of “convict criminology” (Richards & 
Ross, 2001).  
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     As Neale’s Dark Deeds, J.B.’s Scenes, the 
anonymous Lamentation, and Ewart’s Indian Jails 
demonstrate, theories that now occupy a central place 
in our current conversations about criminology were 
present long before the scientific study of crime and 
criminals became fashionable. If these texts included 
the word criminology, and recognizable theories of 
criminology, then what prevents us from calling them 
properly criminological? Is it simply the absence of 
science and statistics? That threshold will not suffice, 
for the field of criminology was first theorized in 
contrast to the science and statistics of criminal 
anthropology, as I discuss in the next section. 
     In this section, I have addressed a couple of early 
English instances of the word criminology which, to 
be sure, were sporadic. They were not as clear and 
deliberate as the explicit attempts to define the field 
of criminology that began later in the nineteenth 
century in Italy and France. But the earliest usage of 
the word criminology in the context of the Newgate 
tradition and other popular nineteenth-century 
English writings on crime and prisons opens up for us 
the possibility that humanistic, essayistic, and even 
artistic statements on crime can be considered 
criminology, then and now. From this perspective, 
both ancient and modern essays, poems, plays, films, 
and so forth can rightly be called criminological, as 
can scholarship coming from the humanities, as long 
as such works are sufficiently systematic, a position 
that stakes its ground against the narcissistic claim 
that the only statements on crime worthy of 
validation as criminology are those using the 
scientific method and coming from within the 
hallowed walls of the university.  
 

The First Uses of the Word Criminology  
in Late Nineteenth-Century  

Italian and French Literature 

     For the sake of clarity, and to correct some 
common misconceptions, I’ll start this section by 
saying that (a) someone named Mazzarese (not 
Raffaele Garofalo, certainly not Cesare Lombroso) 
was the first person to use the term criminology in 
Italian, (b) Gabriel Tarde (not Paul Topinard) was the 
first to use it in French, and (c) a group of New 
England clergymen (not the American Arthur 
MacDonald or the British Havelock Ellis) was the 
first to use it in English to refer to a specific and 
coherent discipline, although there were some earlier, 
erratic instances of the word in English, as discussed 
in the last section. In contrast to and independent of 
its earlier usage in English, the word criminology was 
first used in Italian and French as part of an effort to 

theorize and name a specific academic pursuit, 
although it was not always the same pursuit that 
people had in mind when they said the word 
criminology. In Italy and France, the word was used 
to refer to both the established field of criminal 
anthropology and an emerging field that was 
positioned as an alternative to criminal anthropology, 
a field more sociological in method and more 
political in aim. Thus, from a philological 
perspective, we can ask, did criminal anthropology 
die out as a practice and get replaced by a different, 
better practice called criminology? Or was the 
practice of criminal anthropology simply renamed 
criminology? Is criminal anthropology a kind of 
criminology, or are criminal anthropology and 
criminology different, even opposed approaches to 
the question of crime?5 

 
Criminal Anthropology and Criminology in Italy 
 
     According to Google Books’s Ngram Viewer (see 
Figures 1 and 2), the term criminal anthropology 
came into usage first in Italy in the late 1870s and 
then in France in the early 1880s, in both cases 
predating the term criminology, and criminal 
anthropology remained the more popular term well 
into the twentieth century. In Italy, Cesare Lombroso 
described his approach to criminals as 
“anthropological” as early as the first edition of his 
landmark book, Criminal Man (1876/2006, p. 92). 
The tenets of Lombrosian criminal anthropology are 
well known: crime is a natural phenomenon; there are 
“born criminals” whose predisposition to crime can 
be ascertained from their physical “anomalies”; thus, 
scholars should study the criminal, not the crime (see 
Horn, 2003). After publishing Criminal Man, 
Lombroso regularly used the term criminal 
anthropology to describe his intellectual project: He 
founded a journal called Archives of Psychiatry, 
Criminal Anthropology, and Legal Medicine in 1880, 
for example, and he convened the first International 
Congress of Criminal Anthropology in 1885. But, up 
to this point in his career, he never referred to himself 
as a criminologist or to his work as criminology.  
     Our most authoritative resource, The Grand 
Dictionary of the Italian Language, cites Raffaele 
Garofalo’s book titled Criminology (1885) as the first 
instance of the word in Italian (“Criminologia,” 
1961-2008), but there was at least one earlier 
instance. A journal article published in 1885 by the 
Commission on Judicial Statistics and Notaries 
quoted from a book published in 1884 by one S. P. G. 
Mazzarese, who wrote, “Now the social criminology 
could reaffirm the great influence that physical and 
moral elements have on human nature while also 
taking into consideration constitution and character” 
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(as cited in p. 231). In this quotation, it is unclear 
who the criminologists are. When he said the word 
criminology, was Mazzarese referring to the works of 
criminal anthropologists like Lombroso and claiming 
that they consider both the natural and the social 
influences on crime? Or, was Mazzarese referring to 
a new field that saw crime as both a natural and a 
social phenomenon, unlike Lombroso and the other 
criminal anthropologists, who only saw crime as a 
natural phenomenon? Because I have been unable to 
track down the reference, it is difficult to tell. From 
this quotation alone, we cannot know if Mazzarese 
thought of criminal anthropology as criminology, but 
we can be sure that Mazzarese thought of 
criminology as a discipline treating crime as both a 
natural and a social phenomenon. In this regard, 
criminology has always been an interdisciplinary 
field. It was never not sociological, and the 
introduction of sociology to biological considerations 
is what makes thought on crime “criminology.”  
     After the first recorded Italian usage by 
Mazzarese, the word criminology appeared in the title 
but not the text of three Italian books: Raffaele 
Garofalo’s Criminology: A Study on Crime, its 
Causes, and the Means of Repression (1885); 
Emanuele Carnevale’s On Punishment in the 
Classical School and in Positive Criminology (1886); 
and Giulio Fioretti’s On Self Defense, a Study of 
Criminology (1886). Of these three books, Garofalo’s 
was by far the most influential. He was one of the 
fathers of criminal anthropology, along with 
Lombroso and Fiori, whom Garofalo dubbed “the 
naturalists,” but like Mazzarese, Garofalo conceived 
of criminology as both a natural and a social science, 
as he stated in the opening of his book Criminology:  

 
The criminal has been recently studied by 
the naturalists, some of whom note his 
anatomical and psychological aspects; he 
has been presented as a type, as a variety of 
the genus homo. But these studies are sterile 
when applied to legislation. Not all of the 
great number of criminals according to the 
law answers the description of the 
naturalists’ criminal man, which has thrown 
doubt upon the practical value of such 
studies. And yet this does not stem from an 
error of method. The naturalists, while 
speaking of the criminal, have omitted to tell 
us what they meant by ‘crime.’ They have 
left this task to the jurists, whom they 
believed to be responsible, without 
attempting to say whether or not criminality 
from the legal standpoint is coterminous 
with criminality from the sociologic point of 
view. It is this lack of definition which has 

hitherto rendered the naturalists’ study of 
crime a thing apart and caused it to be 
regarded as a matter of purely scientific 
interest with which the science of criminal 
law has nothing to do. (pp. 3–4) 

 
If criminology was clearly a social science for 
Garofalo, it was also an applied science, not the pure 
science of “the naturalists.” That is, criminology was 
not Garofalo’s term for what the criminal 
anthropologists had been doing. Instead, he said that 
the scientific methods of the naturalists needed to be 
applied to legislation, and this application of 
academic thought to public policy was what he 
thought of as “criminology.” For the criminal 
anthropologists, the central disciplinary distinction 
was between the earlier, “classical school” and their 
own, more modern, “positive school”; the key 
distinction for Garofalo, however, was between “the 
legal viewpoint” and “the sociological viewpoint.” 
That is, where Mazzarese presented criminology as 
an interdiscipline combining the methods and 
concerns of biology and sociology, Garofalo added 
legal studies to the mix. He did not take exception to 
the scientific methods of “the naturalists.” Instead, he 
lamented the fact that the criminal anthropologists 
had not been sufficiently deliberate in their definition 
of crime; they simply assumed that lawmakers had 
arrived at the correct definition. Taking a step back, 
we can see that, while the “critical criminology” of 
the 1970s positioned itself against the legalism of 
mainstream twentieth-century criminology (see 
Taylor et al., 1974), the example of Garofalo shows 
that criminology has always had the capacity to be 
critical of legal definitions of crime. And, if Garofalo 
was critical of the criminal anthropologists in the 
academic sphere for not defining crime, he was also 
skeptical of the politicians and lawyers in the public 
sphere who actually were defining crime. That is, 
Garofalo was suspicious of both “the naturalists” and 
“the jurists,” creating a space for “criminologists” to 
consider what a criminal is (a biological concern) by 
considering what crime is (a sociological concern). In 
sum, he thought criminology should be sociological, 
not just biological; practical, not just theoretical; 
public, not just academic; political, not just scientific; 
and critical, not just legalistic. From this perspective, 
Lombroso was not a criminologist.  
     As noted, Garofalo, Carnevale, and Fioretti all 
used the word criminology in their titles, but not in 
their texts, nor did they use the term criminologist. In 
their texts, they did use the term criminalist, but this 
appellation was not reserved strictly for Lombroso 
and Ferri. For example, while Fioretti (1886) referred 
to “the positive criminalist [il criminalista positivo]” 
(p. 92), Carnevale (1886) used the term to discuss 
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“the classical criminalists [i criminalisti classici]” (p. 
16). Looking at Garofalo, Carnevale, and Fioretti we 
must question whether the term criminology used in 
their titles is what is done by the “criminalists” 
discussed in their texts. Is a “criminalist” the same as 
a “criminologist”? Is a “criminalist” a certain kind of 

“criminologist”? Or is a “criminalist” specifically not 
a “criminologist”? This terminological instability was 
a hallmark of the discourse about crime in Italy in the 
1880s, an inconsistency that followed the discourse 
to France. 
 

 
Figure 1:  A Google Ngram6 of the Frequency of the Words 

Criminal Anthropology and Criminology in Italian from 1875-1975 

 
Figure 2:  A Google Ngram of the Frequency of the Words 

Criminal Anthropology and Criminology in French from 1875-1975
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Criminalogy and Criminology in France 
 
     If Garofalo was the first person to theorize the 
discipline of criminology, and he did so in Italian in 
1885, the first person to theorize the word 
criminology as a term for the discipline was Paul 
Topinard, writing in French first in 1887 and again in 
1890. First, in an 1887 article titled “Criminal 
Anthropology,” published in the Review of 
Anthropology, Topinard discussed Lombroso’s 
Criminal Man and suggested a different title: “Its 
title, Criminal Man, perfectly reflects its contents: it 
could just as well be entitled ‘Criminalogy’ except 
for the fact that practical applications, professional 
jurisprudence, the question of prevention and 
punishment, are not covered in the book” (p. 659). 
Note that Topinard’s term here was criminalogy with 
an a, not criminology with an o, suggesting (per the 
method of Lombardo and the criminal 
anthropologists) the biological study of criminals or 
criminality, not the sociological study of crime. But, 
as Topinard treated the term, criminalogy was not 
what Lombroso had been doing. Topinard said that 
Lombroso’s work could be called criminalogy except 
that, as Topinard saw it, Lombroso was theoretical, 
academic, and scientific while Topinard’s 
“criminalogist” would be practical, public, and 
political. For Topinard, criminalogy is applied 
research, whereas Lombroso and the criminal 
anthropologists had been doing pure research. 
Furthermore, the criminal anthropologists studied the 
criminal as an animal, not crime as an event, but 
Topinard had serious reservations about both their 
methods and their theories, as he stated in the 
conclusion of his review: 
  

To accept as true the concept of atavism—
i.e., that certain individuals are predestined 
to commit crime or that they possess a 
physical and mental constitution which leads 
to crime—would be to undermine at its 
foundation the new branch of applied 
science which has been developed under the 
name of criminalogy. (p. 684) 

 
The Lombrosan idea of the born criminal would 
undermine Topinard’s vision of “criminalogy” (again 
with an a) because criminalogy is an “applied 
science”: It attends to prevention and punishment, 
which are fool’s errands if crime is predetermined. In 
sum, like Garofalo’s criminology, Topinard’s 
criminalogy was conceived of as public, practical, 
and political, concerned with the prevention of crime 
and the punishment of criminals, not simply an 
academic understanding of the causes of crime 
arrived at through the scientific method, which had 

been the narrow concern of criminal anthropology up 
to that point.  
     In the following year, Topinard’s countryman and 
colleague Gabriel Tarde (1888) wrote a blistering 
critique of Garofalo in a paper titled “The 
Criminology,” also published in the Review of 
Anthropology. That is, Tarde, not Topinard, was the 
first Frenchman to use the term criminology with all 
the right vowels, although he only used the term in 
his title and to name Garofalo’s book. In his article, 
Tarde did not reflect on the term criminology but, 
like Topinard, whom he cited, Tarde thought that 
“the expression criminal anthropology is not immune 
to serious criticism; criminal psychology would be 
clearer” (p. 522). If Tarde thought criminal 
psychology was a better pursuit than criminal 
anthropology, we might pause to ask which of these 
is actually criminology. Is criminal psychology a kind 
of criminology, while criminal anthropology is not? 
Or, are both criminologies, except that (from Tarde’s 
perspective) criminal psychology is good 
criminology, while criminal anthropology is bad? In 
any event, keeping in mind our main concern, which 
is the definition of criminology, we must remember 
to produce a definition that is responsive to the 
possibility that criminology is not necessarily a good 
thing. Indeed, back in Italy in 1885, Luigi Majno had 
already reported denigrations of the “scientific cult” 
of Lombroso, whose studies were said to “fly by 
alchemical calculations and metaphorical 
criminology” (p. 1162). We must remember that the 
word criminology can be a pejorative term, not the 
title of a noble science, but a denigration of a naïve 
scientism, as it has been in more recent studies such 
as Stanley Cohen’s Against Criminology (1988) or 
Carol Smart’s (1990) account of abandoning 
criminology.  
     In 1889, at the second International Congress of 
Criminal Anthropology, Biology, and Sociology, 
Topinard gave a paper titled “Criminology and 
Anthropology” in which he modified his earlier term 
criminalogy with an a to the term Tarde had used, 
criminology with an o. Imagining himself in 
conversation with a criminologist, Topinard argued 
that criminology is not anthropology because 
criminology is practical while anthropology is purely 
academic:  
 

Nothing of what you are handling has to do 
with anthropology; the science that you have 
created and the growing number of criminals 
that has made it so urgent, must not bear this 
name, and the title of criminology is the 
only one that suits it. (p. 489) 
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For Topinard, criminology was a science but, he 
insisted, it was an applied science, not a pure science 
like anthropology. For Topinard, anthropology was 
theoretical but criminology was practical, as he 
concluded: 
 

Criminology is a science of application and 
not a pure science like anthropology. 
Criminology does not concern itself with the 
human that is animal, but solely with the 
human as a social being. Criminology fits 
into forensic medicine as well as ordinary 
medicine, on one hand in sociology and in 
its applications on the other. Criminology 
has nothing to do with true anthropology. (p. 
496) 

 
For Topinard, criminology was not the study of the 
criminal as a biological life form, which is perhaps 
why he changed his earlier term criminalogy with an 
a, which suggests the study of criminals, to 
criminology with an o. Criminalogy with an a is a 
biological discipline concerned with the criminal as a 
natural phenomenon while criminology with an o is a 
sociological discipline attending to crime as a social 
phenomenon. For Topinard, there was no 
criminology without sociology—criminology was 
criminal anthropology plus sociology plus politics—
yet he thought that criminology had amassed enough 
autonomy to be its own field:  
 

While the title of criminology belongs to 
you in its entirety, you are independent. You 
contribute to your goals in all the sciences 
by taking what suits you. You are 
autonomous. Believe me, Messieurs, be 
proud of yourselves. Display your real flag. 
Surely, the legitimate title of your science is 
that which M. Garofalo gave it, that of 
criminology. (p. 496) 

 
Criminal Anthropology as Criminology in Italy, 
France, Great Britain, and the United States  
 
     Although Garofalo and Topinard used the word 
criminology to distance themselves from the 
discipline of criminal anthropology, others at the time 
were using the word criminology as a synonym for 
the phrase criminal anthropology. This was 
especially true of the translation of criminal 
anthropology into English, which first surfaced in 
June of 1889 (remarkably, two months before the 
second International Congress of Criminal 
Anthropology, Biology, and Sociology) in a panel on 
prison reform at a conference for congressional 
churches in Boston, MA: “We shall treat this subject 

in its relation to criminology more than its relation to 
penology. As Christians we can wisely join hands 
with the social scientist in studying the criminal more 
than his crime” (p. 36). The Anglicization of 
criminology was then more deliberately taken up by 
the American Arthur MacDonald in a review essay 
titled “Criminological” published in January of 1890 
in The American Journal of Psychology.7 Macdonald 
used criminology and criminal anthropology 
interchangeably and registered the diversity of the 
emergent field by noting two main “parties”—“one 
emphasizes the pathological or atavistic causes; the 
other, the psychological and sociological” —and a 
whole host of “divisions” such as criminal anatomy, 
criminal jurisprudence, penology, prophilaxy 
(“methods of prevention”), and “the philosophy of 
criminology” (p. 115). Like MacDonald’s essay, an 
anonymous English review titled “Criminal 
Literature,” published in 1890 in The Saturday 
Review, did not distinguish between “what is 
variously called criminology or criminal 
anthropology” (p. 265). Also like Macdonald, this 
piece in The Saturday Review divided criminology 
into two broad parts, although the parts were not the 
same. The author of “Criminal Literature” saw “one 
[part] which is sensible, which is not particularly 
scientific, and which is as old as the hills [and] one 
which is brand-new, which is scientific quand meme, 
and which is chiefly nonsense” (p. 265). Macdonald 
had separated a biological school from a psycho-
sociological school, but this anonymous English 
writer drew a distinction between a criminology that 
is scientific and one that is not. The English writer’s 
suggestion that this last kind of criminology, the non-
scientific kind, is “as old as the hills” encourages us 
to think that, at least from this writer’s perspective, 
criminology is not necessarily scientific and not 
necessarily modern. As we work toward our 
definition, we must remember that criminology can 
be ancient or modern, humanistic or scientific, and, 
when scientific, biological or psychological or 
sociological. And it can also be, as this writer said, 
“nonsense.”  
     In the five short years between Garofalo’s Italian 
usage of the term and the translation of the discourse 
to a wider Western audience, there emerged a 
proliferating number of orientations that criminology 
could take and still be considered criminology. Just 
consider the anonymous English review of Havelock 
Ellis’s The Criminal published in the Athenæum 
(1890) which described criminology as a “branch of 
the anthropological sciences,” but “share[d] Dr. 
Topinard’s dislike of the term ‘criminal 
anthropology,’ and may adopt the term ‘criminology’ 
till a better can be found” (p. 325). Even though 
Topinard specifically dissociated criminology from 
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anthropology because he thought criminology was 
practical but anthropology was not, this review cited 
Topinard in its claim that criminology is a discipline 
within the field of anthropology, even as it rejected 
the moniker “criminal anthropology.” What a mess! 
     As this reference to Topinard suggests, the 
uncertainty about which term to use, criminal 
anthropology or criminology, was prevalent even 
back in France. In one paper delivered at The Second 
International Congress of Criminal Anthropology, 
Biology, and Sociology, two Frenchmen Taverni and 
Magnan (1890) explicitly attached the word 
criminology to the battle cry of criminal 
anthropology: “To study the criminal rather than the 
crime is the true spirit of modern criminology” (p. 
49). And even in the earliest Italian writings, 
Carnevale and Fioretti (both writing in 1886) clearly 
used the term criminology to refer to the positive 
school of criminal anthropology, yet it was not 
necessarily a ringing endorsement. Neither Carnevale 
nor Fioretti produced works of Lombrosan 
anthropology. Carnevale explicitly sought to merge 
the findings of the newer positive school with the 
thinking of the older classical school. Fioretti married 
the scientific scholarship of the positive school with 
the humanistic scholarship of history. Both Carnevale 
and Fioretti’s works read more like moral philosophy 
than criminal anthropology, which brings us back to 
the question that is the main concern of this essay: 
What is criminology? 
     What would a definition of the field of 
criminology look like if were made accountable to 
the wide variety of activities carried out in the name 
of criminology in its original formulation? From the 
first to use the term in Italian, Mazzarese, we would 
take that criminology can approach crime as either a 
natural or a social phenomenon. From the first to use 
the term in a major way, Garofalo, we would say that 
criminology is practical and political. From the first 
to theorize the term explicitly, Topinard, we would 
add that criminology is autonomous in its 
interdisciplinarity. And from the other writers of the 
time—the Italians Majno, Carnevale, and Fioretti as 
well as the Frenchman Tarde, the American 
MacDonald, and the anonymous British reviewers—
we would gather that criminology could also be 
another name for criminal anthropology, a name that 
could be used either as grandiloquence or as a 
pejorative. Thus, if we want a definition of the term 
criminology that is responsive to it earliest usages, we 
must provide one that allows for both the methods 
and theories of the criminal anthropologists and the 
critique and rejection of those very methods and 
theories. 

“Criminology is…”:  
Twentieth and Twenty-First Century 

Definitions and Debates 

     In the wake of the European debates about 
criminology and criminal anthropology, and their 
immigration to Great Britain and the United States, 
the English-speaking world took the lead in 
discussions of criminology. In the English language, 
1890 was a watershed year after which the frequency 
of the word criminology steadily grew during the first 
half of the twentieth century, while interest in 
criminal anthropology effectively disappeared by 
1925 (see Figure 3). This transaction did not occur in 
Italy and France until the 1940s (see Figures 1 and 2). 
But defining the word criminology in English has 
always been a treacherous endeavor.  
     Arguably, two early definitions by American 
sociologists (published within one year of each other) 
have been vying for the field for almost a century. 
The first came from Thorsten Sellin (1938), who 
insisted that criminology is scientific and is a pure 
science, not an applied science: “The term 
‘criminology’ should be used to designate only the 
body of scientific knowledge and the deliberate 
pursuit of such knowledge. What the technical use of 
knowledge in the treatment and prevention of crime 
might be called, I leave to the imagination of the 
reader” (p. 3). The second definition came from 
Edwin Sutherland (1939), who made no mention of 
science but did extend the scope of criminology into 
studies of law and society: “Criminology is the body 
of knowledge regarding crime as a social 
phenomenon. It includes within its scope the 
processes of making laws, and of breaking laws, and 
of reacting toward the breaking of laws” (p 1). Three 
questions raised between these two definitions of 
criminology have informed many of the subsequent 
attempts to define the field:  
 

1. Is criminology scientific?  
2. Is criminology pure or applied research?  
3. Is criminology the study of crime, narrowly 

defined, or the study of crime and quite a bit 
more (including ethics, law, justice, and 
society)?  

 
     Criminologists since Sellin and Sutherland have 
been split on these questions. Like Sellin, Elliott and 
Merrill (1941, as cited in Sharma, 1998) thought that 
criminology is scientific but, unlike Sellin, they 
sought to extend the scope of criminology from basic 
to applied research: “Criminology may be defined as 
the scientific study of crime and its treatment” (as 
cited in Sharma, 1998, 
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Figure 3:   A Google Ngram of the Frequency of the Words 

Criminal Anthropology and Criminology in English from 1875-1975
 

 
 
 
pp. 1–2). Like Sutherland, Taft (1956, as cited in 
Sharma, 1998) made no mention of science and 
characterized criminology as a broadly 
interdisciplinary field extending from academic to 
political concerns: “Criminology is the study which 
includes all the subject matter necessary to the 
understanding and prevention of crimes together with 
the punishment and treatment of delinquents and 
criminals” (as cited in Sharma, 1998, p. 2). Jones 
(1965) thought (like Sellin) that criminology is 
scientific but (like Sutherland) that it is a social 
science: “[Criminology is] the science that studies the 
social phenomenon of crime, its causes and the 
measures which society directs against it” (p. 1). 
Explicitly building off of Sellin’s definition, 
Wolfgang (1963) wrote that criminology is a science, 
and it is, in fact, a discipline in its own right, 
“autonomous,” as opposed to a broadly 
interdisciplinary enterprise:  
 

The term ‘criminology’ should be used to 
designate a body of scientific knowledge 
about crime…. Criminology should be 
considered as an autonomous, separate 
discipline of knowledge because it has 
accumulated its own set of organized data 
and theoretical conceptualisms that use the 
scientific method, approach to 

understanding, and attitude in research. (pp. 
155–156) 

 
Here, Wolfgang (again like Sellin) focused 
criminology on a narrow topic— “knowledge about 
crime”—yet Hoefnagels (1973) refused (like 
Sutherland) to mention science and extended (again 
like Sutherland) the bounds of the field far beyond 
the matter of crime causation, suggesting rather 
ambitiously that “criminology studies the formal and 
informal processes of criminalization and 
decriminalization, crime, criminals and those related 
thereto, the causes of crime and the official and 
unofficial responses to it” (p. 45). Most abstractly, 
perhaps least helpfully, Garland (1994) wrote that 
“criminology [is] a specific genre of discourse and 
inquiry about crime—a genre which has developed in 
the modern period and which can be distinguished 
from other ways of talking and thinking about 
criminal conduct” (p. 17).  
     There are even slightly different inflections in the 
definition of the word criminology among the three 
largest and most knowledgeable entities on the 
subject, the American Society of Criminology (ASC), 
the European Society of Criminology (ESC), and the 
British Society of Criminology (BSC). Both the ASC 
(2006) and the ESC (2003) define criminology as 
“scholarly, scientific, and professional knowledge,” 
but where the ASC specifies that its members pursue 
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“knowledge concerning the measurement, etiology, 
consequences, prevention, control and treatment of 
crime and delinquency” (para. 1), the ESC’s 
definition of criminology more clearly emphasizes 
institutional matters of law and justice, “including the 
measurement and detection of crime, legislation and 
the practice of criminal law, and law enforcement, 
judicial, and correctional systems” (sec.1.c). For its 
part, the BSC (2011) characterizes criminology not as 
an academic pursuit, but rather as a public service, 
stating that its objective is “to advance public 
education about crime, criminal behaviour and the 
criminal justice systems” (sec. 3.1).  
     Sometimes these competing definitions simply 
register different emphases; sometimes they point to 
fundamental disagreements about what criminology 
is. Is it a discipline in its own right (“autonomous,” as 
Wolfgang said), or is it an interdisciplinary field? Is it 
a specifically modern discourse (as Garland said), or 
are there pre-modern criminologies? Is it only 
academic, or can it be public? Is it necessarily 
scientific? If so, what does it mean to be scientific? 
And if it is a science, is it a “pure science,” narrowly 
concerned with understanding crime, or an “applied 
science” also concerned with the prevention of crime 
and the treatment of criminals? If, however, 
criminology is not scientific, then what is it instead? 
And is it only the study of crime, or is it, more 
broadly, the study of crime and criminal justice? Or 
is it, even more broadly, the study of crime, criminal 
justice, and anything under the sun that relates to 
crime and justice (including ethics, law, politics, 
culture, and so forth)? Is it better to have a narrow 
and limiting definition of the word criminology or a 
broad and inviting definition?  
     The difficulties of questions such as these, and the 
different responses different criminologists have 
given to them, have led some to suggest that the best 
definition of criminology is no definition at all. For 
example, in their introduction to The SAGE 
Dictionary of Criminology, McLaughlin and Muncie 
(2005) considered the contested and contradictory 
perspectives in criminology and concluded, “There 
is, therefore, no one definition of ‘criminology’ to be 
found in this dictionary but a multitude of noisy, 
argumentative criminological perspectives” (p. xiii). 
Another recent collection entitled What is 
Criminology? (Bosworth & Hoyle, 2011) offered not 
one but 34 answers to this question in its 34 chapters. 
Actually, the collection offered no answer at all, 
insofar as it split the question of the book’s title, 
What is Criminology?, into six sub-questions: “What 
is criminology for?” “What is the impact of 
criminology?” “How should criminology be done?” 
“What are the key issues and debates in criminology 
today?” “What challenges does the discipline of 

criminology currently face?” and “How has 
criminology as a discipline changed over the last few 
decades?” (pp. 4–7). These are all fascinating 
questions (as, indeed, each of the 34 chapters in this 
ground-breaking collection are invaluable reflections 
on criminology by some of the world’s most 
renowned criminologists), but they are questions that, 
in their increased specificity, deflect attention away 
from the difficult, abstract question of the book. So, 
indeed, what is criminology? 
     A standard definition of the word criminology is 
valuable insofar as it can help professional bodies 
determine who is qualified to conduct research under 
this banner, and therefore who should get jobs and 
funding. Indeed, there is a relationship, and 
sometimes a tension, between one’s definition of 
criminology and one’s sense of who should be 
considered a criminologist. On the one hand, the 
criminologist who believes that any- and everyone 
who has something to contribute to our understanding 
of crime, criminals, and criminal justice should be 
offered jobs and funding to conduct research tacitly 
accepts a broad definition of what criminology is. On 
the other hand, the criminologist who believes that 
the success of criminology relies upon a narrow 
definition of the field tacitly endorses the idea that 
jobs and funding should be offered only to those who 
conduct their research on the right topics and in the 
right ways, whatever they may be. Thus, we must 
know what criminology is in order to know a 
criminologist when we see one. So, yet once more, 
what is criminology? 

The Etymology of Criminology 

     As we look toward the formulation of a new 
definition, the etymology of the word criminology 
can throw some light on the rather broad scope of this 
field in terms of both the issues it addresses and the 
methods it uses to address those issues.  
 
The Etymology of –logy 
 
     First, with respect to those methods, the suffix -
logy indicates a systematic, though not necessarily 
scientific, study of something. From the Greek word 
λόγος, “word, speech, reason, discourse, account,” 
the suffix -logy signifies the study of what is 
indicated by the root word. It sounds simple enough, 
and from this perspective criminology would be 
defined as “the study of crime” or “the study of 
criminals.” But the connotations of -logy complicate 
matters. The -logy suffix often suggests a specifically 
scientific study, as in words such as biology (the 
scientific study of living organisms), geology (the 
scientific study of the structure of the earth), and 



76 WILSON 

Criminology, Criminal Justice, Law & Society – Volume 16, Issue 3 

meteorology (the scientific study of the atmosphere). 
What does it mean for a study to be “scientific”? The 
word science comes from the Latin word scire, “to 
know,” and science is, etymologically speaking, 
simply “knowledge,” but scientific knowledge is not 
just any knowledge, as explained in the Oxford 
English Dictionary:  
 

In modern use, [the word science is] often 
treated as synonymous with ‘Natural and 
Physical Science,’ and thus restricted to 
those branches of study that relate to the 
phenomena of the material universe and 
their laws…. This is now the dominant sense 
in ordinary use. (“Science,” 2014, 5b) 

 
The natural and physical sciences have strictly 
delimited content, namely material objects, and a 
strictly defined method, the so-called scientific 
method of observation, hypothesis, experiment, and 
analysis. Some criminologists, among them the early 
positivists, have argued for an understanding of 
criminology as this kind of science, in which case the 
definition of criminology would read something like 
“the scientific study of the physical bodies of 
criminals.”  
     Historically and etymologically, this definition is 
unacceptable because criminological studies based in 
biology always have and always will spill over into 
psychological and sociological concerns—consider 
the recent advent of “biosocial criminology” (see 
Walsh, 2002). Indeed, psychology and sociology are  
-logy words that refer to fields which employ the 
scientific method on mental and social transactions, 
not material objects. That is, the -logy suffix can and 
often does signify a study that uses the scientific 
method to address something that is not physically 
found in the material world, something that is an 
event, not an object, something like crime. 
     Many criminologists group criminology in this 
class of -logy words, taking it to mean “the scientific 
study of crime as a social phenomenon,” but we 
should also exercise some caution here for two 
reasons. First, there are plenty of -logy words that are 
not scientific, such as theology (the systematic study 
of God) and etymology (the systematic study of the 
origins of words, the activity in which I engage in 
this essay). There is no meaningful sense in which 
theology and etymology are scientific enterprises as 
we now use the term science (indeed, theology is 
often seen as uniquely unscientific). Second, the 
word science is simply too overwrought with 
multiple meanings—pulled, as it is, between a 
description of content (material objects) and a 
description of method (controlled experimentation) 
—to be useful for a definition of criminology. In 

other words, the answer to the question, “Is 
criminology a science?” is and always will be, “It 
depends on what you mean by ‘science.’” If by 
science you mean “the study of the structure and 
behavior of the physical and natural world through 
observation and experiment,” then, no, criminology is 
not a science. If, however, by science you mean “a 
connected body of observed facts and/or 
demonstrated truths which are systematically 
discovered, classified, and colligated using 
trustworthy methods and brought under general 
laws,” then, yes, criminology is a science.  
     In order to prevent this ambiguity from even 
arising, I have chosen to avoid the word science in 
my definition of the word criminology. I have opted, 
instead, for the word systematic. Thus, my first 
conclusion, based on the etymology of -logy, is that 
criminology should be defined as “a systematic 
study” as opposed to “a scientific study.” What does 
it mean for a discipline to be “systematic” as opposed 
to “scientific”? As Georges Gurvitch discussed in 
Sociology of Law (1942), something is systematic 
when it is organized, written, and formal (and 
unsystematic when it is unorganized, unwritten, and 
spontaneous). For an enterprise to be “systematic” is 
for it to employ a deliberate and rigorous method of 
interpretation and argumentation that can be 
systematized and replicated by others. This 
systematic method of interpretation need not be the 
scientific method, but it may well be, and it often is 
in the case of criminology. But not all criminology is 
scientific: all “scientific” studies are “systematic,” 
but not all “systematic” studies are “scientific.” To 
say that criminology should be understood as 
“systematic study” is to say that it should be seen as 
methodical study, whether artistic, essayistic, 
scientific, or otherwise academic, be it empirical or 
theoretical.  
 
The Etymology of crimen 
 
     If the etymology of the suffix -logy indicates the 
broad range of methods employed in criminology, the 
etymology of the root word crimin- can indicate a 
comparably wide scope of issues addressed by this 
field. Indeed, one of the greatest obstacles to any 
attempt to define the word criminology is that the 
definition of the word crime is not widely agreed 
upon, as discussed in studies by Henry and Lanier 
(2001), the Law Commission of Canada (2005), and 
Friedrichs (2013). These studies push back against 
the purely legal definition of crime as “the breaking 
of law”: What about great social harms that are not 
explicitly illegal? What about behavior that violates 
administrative regulations rather than criminal law 
(often called “white collar crime”)? Behind this line 
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of thought is the argument (which is hard to deny) 
that criminology can often explain social ills, harms, 
immoralities, deviance, wrongdoing, and other 
problems that do not involve violations of the 
criminal law. Thus, efforts have been made to get 
“beyond criminology” and to take up zemiology, the 
study of harm (see Hillyard, Pantazis, Tombs, & 
Gordon, 2004). If criminologists want to keep such 
studies under the banner of criminology, perhaps the 
field should be defined as “the systematic study of 
whatever crime is understood to be,” keeping in mind 
that the definition of crime changes from time to 
time, place to place, and person to person. I can only 
add that the etymology of crime also suggests that the 
field of criminology should address quite a bit more 
than simply the causes of crime. 
     Our English word crime comes from the Latin 
word crimen, which refers more to the judicial 
process than the act of breaking a law. According to 
Lewis and Short (“Crimen,” 1879), our best scholarly 
dictionary of the Latin language, the word crimen 
could refer to a fault, offense, or act that broke a law, 
as in our modern sense of crime, but it could also 
refer to the act of accusing or charging someone of 
breaking a law. That is, in Latin, the word crimen 
could be used with reference to either the accused or 
the accuser. Furthermore, it could also refer to the 
judicial decision, verdict, or judgment that 
adjudicated an accusation. Indeed, etymologically 
speaking, criminology could be the study of what we 
call “crime,” what we call “accusation,” or what we 
call “adjudication.” To complicate matters even 
more, the Latin word crimen comes from the verb 
cerno, “to separate, to decide,” as in the modern 
English word discern, which could make criminology 
into a study of criminalization (deciding what should 
be illegal) and adjudication (deciding if a law has 
been broken) even more than a study of the actual 
criminal act and its causes. Here criminology is 
coming quite close to what we usually think of as 
“legal studies.”  
     The etymology of crimen leads us to a second 
conclusion: Criminology should not be understood 
simply as “the study of crime” or “the study of 
criminals.” It is better understood as “the study of 
crime, criminals, criminal law, criminal justice, and 
criminalization,” but, since a word should not be used 
to define itself, this definition is not enough. Instead, 
we have to specify, drawing upon the etymological 
richness of the word crimen, that criminology is the 
study of making laws, breaking laws, and enforcing 
laws, including the adjudication of allegedly broken 
laws, as well as wrongdoing that could or should be 
illegal and the public discourse about the creation, 
violation, enforcement, and adjudication of the law.  
 

Conclusion: The Redefinition of Criminology 
 
     As I have sought to illustrate, the twentieth- and 
twenty-first-century debates over whether 
criminology is a pure science with a narrow focus or 
an interdisciplinary field with practical applications 
have their origin in a nineteenth-century competition 
between, on the one hand, public and humanistic 
writing on crime done by English jailers and lawyers 
and, on the other hand, the academic and scientific 
tradition associated with Italian positivism. The on-
going debates about whether criminology should be 
pure or interdisciplinary belong in the context of a 
bigger struggle over whether criminology can be 
done only by academic experts with a certain 
disciplinary training or by anyone with practical and 
passionate knowledge about crime. Rather than 
picking a side in this debate, I have argued that the 
very earliest instances of the word criminology and 
the very latest iterations of this field both call for a 
definition that can collect multiple time periods, 
topics, methods, and purposes under a single banner.  
     In an effort to capture the diversity of criminology 
in both its original formulation and its ongoing 
promiscuity, I have suggested that criminology can 
be defined as the systematic study of crime, 
criminals, criminal law, criminal justice, and 
criminalization—that is, the rigorous, organized, and 
methodical examination of making laws, breaking 
laws, and enforcing laws, including the adjudication 
of allegedly broken laws, as well as wrongdoing and 
injustices that could or should be made illegal and the 
public discourse about the creation, violation, 
enforcement, and adjudication of the law—whether 
such study is ancient or modern, whether artistic, 
essayistic, scientific, or otherwise academic, be it 
quantitative or qualitative, be it empirical or 
theoretical, be it “pure research” that is analytical and 
concerned with the causes of crime or “applied 
research” that is ethical and/or political and addressed 
to crime control or the treatment of offenders.  
     That’s a mouthful, but in this definition I have 
purposefully avoided several dictates commonly used 
to describe criminology, dictates such as “academic,” 
“scientific,” “sociological,” and “modern.” I have 
avoided “academic” because the early English history 
of the word criminology, as well as some recent 
examples such as “convict criminology,” “popular 
criminology,” and “visual criminology,” suggest that 
this pursuit can be conducted by prisoners, 
professionals such as jailers and lawyers, and even 
artists, in addition to academics. Criminology is 
usually, but not necessarily, academic. It can be 
either academic or public.  
     In my definition, I have avoided saying 
“scientific” because this word suggests a materialism 
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and experimental method that are not in keeping with 
all of the activities carried out in the name of 
criminology. In its academic forms, criminology is 
often, but not necessarily, scientific. It can be either 
scientific or humanistic. In fact, criminology is not 
only interdisciplinary, drawing upon the sciences and 
the humanities alike, but also intermedial, occurring 
most often in academic prose, but also in journalistic 
or even artistic forms. As such, departments of 
criminology and criminal justice have some basis for 
actively seeking to employ scholars whose degrees 
are in areas other than criminology and criminal 
justice. This already happens to some extent in 
programs such as the Department of Criminology, 
Law, and Society at the University of California, 
Irvine, but even those programs tend to hire scholars 
with traditional social science degrees who like to 
“go interdisciplinary.” What would happen if 
humanities scholars with degrees in fields such as 
history, philosophy, and literary studies were invited 
to conduct their research under the auspices of 
“criminology”? I can think of no better environment 
for vibrant criminological research than a department 
that employs, say, a biologist, a psychologist, a legal 
scholar, a sociologist, a historian, a philosopher, and 
a literary critic.8 
     I have avoided “sociological” because the early 
Italian and French history of the word criminology 
displays an inconsistency in its reference to both the 
field of criminal anthropology and the emergent, 
more sociological field positioned against it. In its 
scientific forms, criminology is usually, but not 
necessarily, a social science. It can be a social science 
or a natural science. Usually, criminology treats 
crime and justice as social phenomena, not 
philosophical or biological phenomena, meaning that, 
whatever else it does, criminology tends to come 
back to the notion that crime is contextual and must 
be considered as a component of culture, not nature. 
Such an enterprise is what people usually have in 
mind today when they say the word criminology, but 
I have sought to expand the boundaries of this field to 
acknowledge the totality of the activities that occur in 
the name of criminology, especially with respect to 
the fringe activities that are not common in the usual 
practice of criminology, activities that, in their 
unusualness, can generate new and productive ways 
of thinking about crime and justice. 
     I have avoided “modern” because the earliest 
criminologists conceived of the traditions they were 
writing in and against as criminology (bad 
criminology, but still criminology). Criminology, as I 
have defined it, is timeless. It is wrong to think of 
criminology as a specifically modern discourse. If so, 
then the next step in criminological teaching and 
textbooks may be to ask how ancient and early-

modern writings on crime and justice can more 
seriously be brought into the way we tell the story of 
criminology. Arguably, the entire history of 
criminology needs to be rewritten so as to present 
modern scientific criminology as one branch of the 
field—a very important branch, to be sure, but only 
one part of a much larger and much older area of 
inquiry.  
     In place of “scientific,” “academic,” 
“sociological,” and “modern,” I have defined 
criminology as “systematic.” Criminology involves 
the presence of a rigorous and deliberate method for 
gathering, evaluating, and displaying facts and ideas 
about crime – this in contrast to the amateur thought 
on crime that is rash, erratic, haphazard, reactionary, 
uninformed, and/or unsystematic. To be systematic is 
to be methodical. The methods of criminology need 
not be the scientific method, but there must exist 
some sort of systematic procedure of analysis in 
order for an activity to be properly criminological.  
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Endnotes 
 
1  In this essay, when I say “the word criminology,” unless otherwise specified, I refer to this word in all its various 

cognates, such as criminologist and criminological, as well as its various languages, including English, Italian, 
French, and German. All translations in this essay are mine unless otherwise attributed. 
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2  Research for this section has corrected a cataloguing error that placed an instance of the word criminology in 

1826. The world’s largest library catalog, WorldCat, listed an 1826 book by two English lawyers, Andrew Knapp 
and William Baldwin, titled The New Newgate Calendar, or Modern Criminology, held at Acadia University in 
Canada. When I contacted the special collections librarian at Acadia, we realized that the phrase Modern 
Criminology was a cataloging error for the actual subtitle, Modern Criminal Chronology. Nevertheless, 
considering the connection between criminology and The Newgate Calendar proved beneficial for the ideas 
presented in this section. 

3  Indeed, cultural criminology sees crime as a coproduction of culture—particularly popular culture—that includes 
art, theater, film, literature, news, etc. (see Ferrell, Hayward, Morrison, & Presdee, 2004; Ferrell, Hayward, & 
Young, 2008). 

4  According to historian Stella Tillyard (1994), George Selwyn was a gay, necrophilic transvestite who was thrown 
out of Oxford for blasphemy, but served in the House of Commons for 44 years despite his morbid obsession with 
criminals and executions. Typical criminology stuff. 

5  An overview of the wealth of scholarship on early European criminology can be found in the introduction to 
Rafter’s The Origins of Criminology (2009).   

6  Google’s Ngram charts the relative frequency of words over time in a large sample of the books digitized in 
Google Books. See http://books.google.com/ngrams 

7  I base the claim that the American Macdonald used the word “criminology” in English before the British Ellis on 
the fact that Macdonald’s essay was published in January of 1890. I have not been able to identify the month that 
Havelock Ellis’s The Criminal was published, but reviews of the book only start showing up in the late summer of 
1890. 

8  I do not mean to suggest that has not been tried before; it has, albeit with varying degrees of success.  But such 
programs constitute the exceptions, and not the rule.  Indeed, as Fradella (2013) pointed out in the preface to the 
inaugural issue of this journal, legal scholars (on one hand) and criminologists and criminal justicians (on the 
other) not only miss far too many opportunities to collaborate well, but also often fail to recognize the value in 
each other’s work.  One can logically assume that if the transdisciplinary intersections between law and 
criminology pose problems for collaboration and cross-disciplinary hiring, such problems are likely to be 
magnified when criminologists examine the work of humanities scholars engaged in criminology as I have defined 
it in this essay. 
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