
Fundamentals of Research in Criminology and Criminal Justice4

Overgeneralization

Overgeneralization, an error in reasoning, occurs when we conclude that what we have observed or what we know to 
be true for some cases is true for all cases. We are always drawing conclusions about people and social processes from 
our own interactions with them, but sometimes we forget that our experiences are limited. The social (and natural) 
world is, after all, a complex place. We have the ability (and inclination) to interact with just a small fraction of the 
individuals who live in the world, especially in a limited span of time.

Selective or Inaccurate Observation

Selective observation is choosing to look only at things that align with our preferences or beliefs. When we are 
inclined to criticize individuals or institutions, it is all too easy to notice their every failing. We are also more inclined 
to see the failings of others who are “not like us.” If we are convinced in advance that all kids who are violent are 
unlikely to be rehabilitated and will go on to commit violent offenses in adulthood, we will probably find many cases 
confirming our beliefs. But what about other youths who have become productive and stable citizens after engaging 

in violence as adolescents? If we acknowledge only the instances that confirm our 
predispositions, we are victims of our own selective observation. Exhibit 1.2 depicts 
the difference between overgeneralization and selective observation.

Our observations also can simply be inaccurate. If a woman says she is hungry and 
we think she said she is hunted, we have made an inaccurate observation. If we think 
five people are standing on a street corner when there are actually seven, we have also 
made an inaccurate observation. Such errors occur often in casual conversation and in 
everyday observation of the world around us. In fact, our perceptions do not provide a 
direct window to the world around us, for what we think we have sensed is not neces-
sarily what we have seen (or heard, smelled, felt, or tasted). Even when our senses are 
functioning fully, our minds have to interpret what we have sensed (Humphrey, 1992).

Overgeneralization  An error in reasoning that 
occurs when we conclude that what we have 
observed or know to be true for a subset of 
cases holds true for the entire set

Selective observation  Observations chosen 
because they are in accord with preferences 
or beliefs of the observer

Inaccurate observation  Observations based 
on faulty perceptions of empirical reality

Exhibit 1.2 The Difference Between Overgeneralization and Selective Observation

Overgeneralization:
“Those people

are never satisfied.”

Selective Observation:
“Those people

are never satisfied.”


