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Exhibit 2.1 summarizes how these general theories relate to the question of whether or not to arrest spouse 
abusers.

Does either deterrence theory or labeling theory make sense to you as an explanation for the impact of punish-
ment? Do they seem consistent with your observations of social life? More than a decade after Sherman and Berk’s 
(1984) study, Paternoster, Brame, Bachman, and Sherman (1997) decided to study punishment of domestic violence 
from a different perspective. They turned to a social psychological theory called procedural justice theory, which 
explains law-abiding behavior as resulting from a sense of duty or morality (Tyler, 1990). People obey the law from a 
sense of obligation that flows from seeing legal authorities as moral and legitimate. From this perspective, individuals 
who are arrested seem less likely to reoffend if they are treated fairly, irrespective of the outcome of their case, because 
fair treatment will enhance their view of legal authorities as moral and legitimate. Procedural justice theory expands 
our view of the punishment process by focusing attention on how police act and how authorities treat subjects rather 
than only on the legal decisions they make. Thus, it gives us a sense of the larger importance of the research question.

Are you now less certain about the likely effect of arrest for IPV? Will arrest decrease recidivism because abusers 
do not wish to suffer from legal sanctions again? Will it increase recidivism because abusers feel stigmatized by being 
arrested and thus are more likely to act as criminals? Or will arrest reduce abuse only if the abusers feel they have been 
treated fairly by the legal authorities? By posing such questions, social theory makes us much more sensitive to the pos-
sibilities and so helps us to design better research. Before, during, and after a research investigation, we need to keep 
thinking theoretically.

22 Social Research Strategies
All social research, including criminological research, is the effort to connect theory and empirical data. As Exhibit 2.2 
shows, theory and data have a two-way, mutually reinforcing relationship.

Researchers may make this connection by starting with a social theory and then testing some of its implications 
with data. This is the process of deductive reasoning; it is most often the strategy used in quantitative methods. 
Alternatively, researchers may develop a connection between social theory and data by first collecting the data and 
then developing a theory that explains the patterns in the data. This is inductive reasoning and is more often the 
strategy used in qualitative methods. As you’ll see, a research project can draw on 
both deductive and inductive strategies.

Both deductive reasoning and inductive reasoning are essential to criminolo-
gists. We cannot test an idea fairly unless we use deductive reasoning, stating our 
expectations in advance and then designing a way to test the validity of our claims. A 
theory that has not survived these kinds of tests can be regarded only as very tentative. 

Exhibit 2.1
Two Social Theories and Their Predictions About the Effect of Arrest for Intimate 
Partner Violence

Rational Choice Theory Symbolic Interactionism

Theoretical assumption People’s behavior is shaped by calculations of 
the costs and benefits of their actions.

People give symbolic meanings to  
objects, behaviors, and other people.

Criminological component Deterrence theory: People break the law if the 
benefits of doing so outweigh the costs.

Labeling theory: People label offenders 
as deviant, promoting further deviance.

Prediction (effect of arrest 
for domestic assault)

Abusing spouse, having seen the costs of abuse 
(namely, arrest), decides not to abuse again.

Abusing spouse, having been labeled as 
“an abuser,” abuses more often.

Deductive reasoning  The type of reasoning 
that moves from the general to the specific

Inductive reasoning  The type of reasoning 
that moves from the specific to the general


