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how about his experiences in school and with the criminal justice system? We have attempted to investigate just one 
person’s experiences, and already our investigation is spawning more and more questions.

Questions and Answers

We cannot avoid asking questions about the actions and attitudes of others. We all try to make sense of the complexi-
ties of our social world and our position in it, in which we have quite a personal stake. In fact, the more that you begin to 
think like a social scientist, the more questions will come to mind.

But why does each question have so many possible answers? Surely our individual perspectives play a role. One 
person may see a homicide offender as a victim of circumstance, while another person may see the same individual as 
inherently evil. Answers to questions we ask in the criminological sciences vary because individual life experiences and 
circumstances vary. When questions concern not just one person but many people or general social processes, the number 
of possible answers quickly multiplies. In fact, people have very different beliefs about the factors responsible for mass 
shootings. Exhibit 1.1 displays Gallup Poll results from the following question, “Thinking about mass shootings that have 
occurred in the U.S. in recent years, from what you know or have read, how much do you think each of the following fac-
tors is to blame for the shootings?” As you can see, a large percentage blame the mental health system—4 out of 10 blame 
easy access to guns as well—but nearly 1 out of 5 blame inflammatory language from political commentators.

Everyday Errors in Reasoning

People give different answers to research questions for yet another reason: It is simply too easy to make errors in logic, 
particularly when we are analyzing the social world in which we ourselves are conscious participants. We can call some 
of these everyday errors, because they occur so frequently.

For evidence of everyday errors, just listen to your conversations or the conversations of others for one day. At some 
point in the day, it is inevitable that you or someone you are talking with will say something like, “Well, I knew a person 
who did X, and then Y happened.” From this one piece of information, you draw a conclusion about the likelihood of Y. 
Four general errors in everyday reasoning can be made: overgeneralization, selective or inaccurate observation, illogi-
cal reasoning, and resistance to change.

Exhibit 1.1
Responses to the Question, “Thinking About Mass Shootings That Have Occurred 
in the U.S. in Recent Years, From What You Know Or Have Read, How Much Do 
You Think Each of the Following Factors Is to Blame for the Shootings?”

Great deal % Fair amount % Not much % Not at all %

Failure of the mental health system to identify Individuals 
who are a danger to others

48 32 11   8

Easy access to guns 40 21 16 20

Drug use 37 29 17 15

Violence in movies, video games, and music lyrics 32 24 23 20

The spread of extremist viewpoints on the Internet 29 28 22 15

Insufficient security at public buildings including 
businesses and schools 

29 29 26 14

Inflammatory language from prominent political 
commentators

18 19 30 28

Source: Reprinted with permission from Gallup.


