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groups to small, specifiable, chance levels, so many of the variables that might create a spurious association are 
controlled. But despite this clear advantage, an experimental design requires a degree of control that cannot always 
be achieved in other settings. Researchers may be unable to randomly assign participants to groups or have too few 
participants to assign to groups, and unfortunately, most field experiments also require more access arrangements and 
financial resources than can often be obtained. In lieu of these difficulties, quasi- and nonexperimental designs are 
used, but often at the cost of causal validity.

Surveys typically use standardized, quantitative measures of attitudes, behaviors, or social processes. Closed-ended 
questions are most common and are well suited for the reliable measurement of variables that have been studied in the 
past and whose meanings are well understood. Of course, surveys often include measures of many more variables than 
are included in an experiment, but this feature is not inherent in either design. Many surveys rely on random sampling 
for their selection of cases from some larger population, and this feature makes them preferable for research that seeks 
to develop generalizable findings. However, survey questionnaires can only measure what respondents are willing to 
report; they may not be adequate for studying behaviors or attitudes that are regarded as socially unacceptable. Surveys 
are also often used to test hypothesized causal relationships. When variables that might create spurious relationships are 
included in the survey, they can be controlled statistically in the analysis and thus eliminated as rival causal influences.

Qualitative methods such as participant observation and intensive interviewing presume an exploratory meas-
urement approach in which indicators of concepts are drawn from direct observation or in-depth commentary. This 
approach is most appropriate when it is not clear what meaning people attach to a concept or what sense they might 
make of particular questions about it. Qualitative methods are also suited to the exploration of new or poorly under-
stood social settings when it is not even clear what concepts would help to understand the situation. Furthermore, 
these methods are useful in uncovering the process of a program or the implementation of an intervention. They may 
also be used instead of survey methods when the population of interest is not easily identifiable or seeks to remain 
hidden. For these reasons, qualitative methods tend to be preferred when exploratory research questions are posed or 
when new groups are investigated. But, of course, intensive measurement necessarily makes the study of large num-
bers of cases or situations difficult, resulting in the limitation of many field research efforts to small numbers of people 
or unique social settings. The individual field researcher may not require many financial resources, but the amount of 
time required for many field research projects serves as a barrier to many would-be field researchers.
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ARE YOUTH DESENSITIZED TO VIOLENCE?

Oakland, California, had several shootings in 2011 that resulted in very young victims—for exam-
ple, five-year-old Gabriel Martinez Jr. was shot as he played near his father’s business. After several 
years of declining violent crime, shootings in Oakland increased rapidly, with around five people 
shot or shot at a day. In an article in the New York Times, the experts interviewed gave their percep-
tions of the reasons for the increased violence. Anthony Del Toro of California Youth Outreach said, 
“To secure a gun in Oakland is like looking for some candy.” Another youth worker believed that kids 
were too desensitized to violence because “young people see it all the time.” The police department 
appeared to blame the budget cuts, which had resulted in officer layoffs. How could these beliefs 
translate into more scientifically based facts?

1.	 What kind of study is needed to determine whether young people are desensitized to 
violence?

2.	 What exactly is meant by the term expert in this article?

3.	 What does the empirical literature reveal about the relationship between law enforce-
ment expenditures and rates of violence?
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