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Combining Measurement Operations

Using available data, asking questions, making observations, and using unobtrusive indicators are interrelated 
measurement tools, each of which may include or be supplemented by the others. From people’s answers to survey 
questions, the U.S. Census Bureau develops widely consulted reports containing available data on people, firms, 
and geographic units in the United States. Data from employee surveys may be supplemented by information avail-
able in company records. Interviewers may record observations about those whom they question. Researchers 
may use insights gleaned from questioning participants to make sense of the social interaction they have observed. 
Unobtrusive indicators can be used to evaluate the honesty of survey responses.

Questioning can be a particularly poor approach for measuring behaviors that are very socially desirable, such as 
voting or attending church, or that are socially stigmatized or illegal, such as abusing alcohol or drugs. 
Triangulation, the use of two or more different measures of the same variable, can strengthen measurement consid-
erably (Brewer & Hunter, 1989). When we achieve similar results with different measures of the same variable, particu-
larly when they are based on such different methods as survey questions and field-based observations, we can be more 
confident in the validity of each measure. If results diverge with different measures, it may indicate that one or more of 
these measures are influenced by more measurement error than we can tolerate. Divergence between measures could 

also indicate that they actually operationalize different concepts. An interesting 
example of this interpretation of divergent results comes from research on crime. 
Official crime statistics only indicate those crimes that are reported to and 
recorded by the police; when surveys are used to measure crimes with self-reports 
of victims, many “personal annoyances” are included as if they were crimes 
(Levine, 1976). We will talk more about triangulation in Chapter 10.

Triangulation  The use of multiple methods 
to study one research question; also used 
to mean the use of two or more different 
measures of the same variable

Case Study
Defining Inmate Misconduct

As we already highlighted in Chapter 1, it is possible to measure offending in several different ways, including with 
official arrest data, victimization surveys, and self-report offending data from surveys. There are different types of 
measurement error associated with each type of measurement tool, but generally, official data tend to indicate lower 
estimates compared to survey data. What if we wanted to measure offending behavior inside correctional facilities? 
This is an important question because one indicator of the safety of a prison or jail is often evaluated by levels of inmate 
offending behavior, generally termed inmate misconduct.

Like the victims in the general population, the detection of crime in a correctional facility is largely influenced 
by the willingness of victims or witnesses to report the events to authorities. Once reported, official records are also 
influenced by whether an incident makes it into the official record. To determine the convergence between official 
incident records of inmate misconduct and self-reported offending, Benjamin Steiner and John Wooldredge (2014) 
collected survey data from inmates as well as official records for the same inmates in correctional facilities in Ohio 
and Kentucky. They collected data for two groups of inmates: those who had previously served time before and those 
who had not. To be eligible to participate in the survey, however, respondents had to have been in confinement for six 
months or longer because the survey asked about misconduct that they engaged in during the past six months. Over 
5,600 inmates completed the survey.

To operationalize whether inmates had committed an assault, they were asked whether they had “physically assaulted 
another inmate for reasons other than because he tried to hurt you first” or “stabbed another inmate for reasons other than 
because he tried to hurt you first” (Steiner & Wooldredge, 2014, p. 1083). Official measures of assault included these behav-
iors as well as attempted assaults. The authors stated, “Differences in the operational definitions of the types of offenses 
should be kept in mind when interpreting the findings” (p. 1084). Despite official records including attempted as well as 
completed assaults, results indicated that incidence of self-reported offending behavior was 80% higher than official rates of 


