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22 Ethical Issues When Analyzing Available Data and Content
When analyzing historical documents or quantitative data collected by others, the potential for harm to human sub-
jects that can be a concern when collecting primary data is greatly reduced. It is still, however, important to be honest 
and responsible in working out arrangements for data access and protection. Researchers who conclude that they are 
being denied access to public records of the federal government may be able to obtain the data by filing a Freedom of 
Information Act (FOIA) request. The FOIA stipulates that all persons have a right to access all federal agency records 
unless the records are specifically exempted (Riedel, 2000). Researchers who review historical or government docu-
ments must also try to avoid embarrassing or otherwise harming named individuals or their descendants by disclos-
ing sensitive information.

Subject confidentiality is a key concern when original records are analyzed. Whenever possible, all information that 
could identify individuals should be removed from the records to be analyzed so that 
no link is possible to the identities of living subjects or the living descendants of sub-
jects (Huston & Naylor, 1996). When you use data that have already been archived, 
you need to find out what procedures were used to preserve subject confidentiality. 
The work required to ensure subject confidentiality probably will have been done 
for you by the data archivist. For example, the ICPSR examines carefully all data 
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Jennifer Herbert graduated with a double major in political science and justice studies from James 
Madison University in 2007. She had aspirations of becoming a police officer and eventually a detec-
tive. She was hired as a police officer after graduation, but she realized while at the police academy 
that she wanted to pursue the crime analysis career path in law enforcement. She became a crime 
analyst at Chesterfield County Police Department in Virginia. While working full time as an analyst, 

Jennifer pursued an MA degree in intelligence at the American Military University. She then accepted a promotion to crime 
intelligence analyst at Henrico County Police Division. After working as a crime analyst for six years, Jennifer cannot imagine 
doing anything else. 

Every day is different working as a crime intelligence analyst. Some days, Jennifer analyzes phone records and maps 
the location of and time of crime incidents. Other days, she maps the latest residential burglary trend and predicts where 
the next burglary will occur. She also completes research projects that examine quality-of-life issues for the community, 
including estimating crimes per 1,000 residents by neighborhood. Jennifer’s role as a crime analyst is equally important in 
preventing crime and in apprehension of offenders by patrol officers. She thinks the most rewarding part of her job is helping 
people who have been victimized by apprehending offenders and improving the quality of life for county residents. Jennifer 
has some good advice for students interested in careers involving analysis: 

If crime analysis interests you, ask your local police department if you can do an internship (paid or unpaid) to 
gain experience. Be sure to network with other crime analysts and let them know you are interested in pursuing a 
career in crime analysis. Courses in all forms of data analysis and GIS (geographic information systems) are almost 
essential to a career in crime analysis. Even if you did not take GIS classes during your undergraduate studies, many 
community colleges offer introductory and advanced classes in GIS. Other qualifications that will help you stand 
out as an applicant include competency in basic statistics and proficiency in data analysis programs, including 
Microsoft Excel, Access, and SPSS.
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