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INTRODUCTION

Systematic social observation (SSO) came to criminology at the hand of Albert J. Reiss, Jr.,
who, in the 1960s, encouraged social scientists to shed some “nonsensical” views about the
limits and benefits of different forms of observing social phenomena (Reiss 1968, 1971b).
Reiss objected to the notion that direct observation of social phenomena in their natural setting
was work for solo researchers using qualitative methods, while survey research was suitable
as a group enterprise with many researchers using a systematized protocol to gather quanti-
fied data. Reiss argued that both direct social observation and survey research were in fact
forms of observation that must confront the same set of challenges to produce interpretable
information, that both were amenable to either solo or group practice, and that both could be
used effectively for discovery or validation of propositions about social phenomena. Beyond
these insights, Reiss’s important contribution to criminology was the development and prac-
tice of the techniques of SSO. Acknowledging that others before him had associated social
field observation with the sorts of systematic protocols that had become popular in survey
research, Reiss demonstrated how SSO could be used to answer important questions about
what influences police–citizen interactions, with implications for theories about police–citizen
relationships and for public policies concerning justice, race relations, and crime control.
Since Reiss, criminologists have expanded the application of SSO more broadly, but it is
still used relatively infrequently.

In this chapter, we describe SSO, noting what distinguishes it from other forms of obser-
vation, as well as shared features. We review methodological issues and then turn to practical
considerations in fielding SSO studies. We provide a brief description of SSO’s contributions
to the field of criminology and suggest future directions and uses for SSO.
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DEFINITION OF SYSTEMATIC SOCIAL OBSERVATION

An observational method is the selection, provocation, recording, and encoding of that set of
behaviors and settings concerning organisms “in situ” which is consistent with empirical aims
(Weick 1968:360).

When the set of behaviors and settings of empirical interest are those of humans, we call this
social observation. Social observation becomes systematic when

: : : observation and recording are done according to explicit procedures which permit replication
and : : : rules are followed which permit the use of the logic of scientific inference. The means
of observation and recording, whether a person or some form of technology must be independent
of that which is observed and the effects of observing and measuring must be measurable (Reiss
1971b:4)

SSO, so defined and employed, is a powerful tool for the study of human behaviors, especially
human interactions, as they occur.

Of course, SSO is not the only means for observing human behaviors; certainly, it is
not the most commonly employed in criminology. In institutionally structured settings, it is
common to rely on the traces of behaviors captured in transactions recorded by institutional
data systems. In more open settings, it is common to rely on research subjects for accounts
of their past behaviors, often in structured interviews. In these methods, researchers rely on
retrospective observation at second hand, accepting the observation and recording procedures
employed by institutions, and hypothecating the procedures employed by their untrained sub-
jects as observers. The power of SSO derives from its direct connection to the behaviors of
empirical interest.

ORIGINS AND APPLICATIONS

In the late 1920s and early 1930s, scholars studying early childhood social development prac-
ticed systematic social observation, using methods “: : : designed : : : to ensure consistent
recordings of the same events by different observers : : :” (Arrington 1943:83). Arrington’s
discussion of “the feasibility of systematic observation of social behavior under life con-
ditions” (1943:89), the technology employed, and the reliability and validity of measures
obtained by observation remains relevant today. Later reviews of SSO research and meth-
ods by Weick (1968), Hartmann and Wood (1982), and McCall (1984) document its spread
to additional fields of inquiry and review the issues of feasibility, technology, reliability, and
validity found in those fields.

In addition to early childhood development, Arrington cites systematic observation
of adult factory workers in the 1930s by Thomas et al. (1933), Whitehead (1935), and
Roethlisberger and Dickson (1939). Social psychologists interested in parent and child inter-
actions employed SSO in the 1950s (e.g., Barker and Wright 1955). Boyd and Devault (1966)
review SSO research in education, especially classroom behaviors, and Rosenshine and Furst
(1973) discuss its application to the study of teaching. The methods of SSO were developed
and applied to the study of police by Reiss (1968, 1971b) in the late 1960s, and by Sykes
(1977, 1978) and Ostrom and her colleagues (Whitaker et al. 1982) in the 1970s. Mastrofski
et al. (1998) further refined and applied these methods to policing in the 1990s. And a body
of SSO research on controlling violence and aggression in bars and nightclubs emerged in the
1990s (Graham et al. 2000, 2004, 2005, 2006a, b; Homel and Clark 1994; Homel et al. 1997;
Macintyre and Homel 1997).
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Others have used SSO to study the pace of life in large U.S. cities (Levine 1997), the
presence of social incivilities on residential blocks (Raudenbush and Sampson 1999; Taylor
1997; Taylor et al. 1985), the causes and effects of display of emotion by retail clerks (Rafaeli
and Sutton 1989, 1990), the style of management in organizations (Mintzberg 1972; Luthans
and Lockwood 1984), and many other phenomena. Recent SSO applications include measur-
ing school environments (Wilcox et al. 2006), evaluating therapeutic communities for drug
offenders (Bouffard et al. 2003), expression in service encounters (Pugh 2001), physician
counseling of patients (Ellerbeck et al. 2001), the delivery of outpatient medical services
(Stange et al. 1998), and evaluating iris scanning technology in three New Jersey schools
(Uchida et al. 2004).

METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES AND DECISIONS

Here, we consider the suitability of SSO for the research question, sampling, instrumentation,
recording observations, and dealing with various sources of error.

Suitability of SSO

What make SSO especially valuable to researchers gathering data directly in the natural set-
ting are precision of the observations and the independence of the observer from that being
observed (Reiss 1971b:4). For example, some classic qualitative field research pioneered
researcher access to the police occupation (Skolnick 1966; Van Maanen 1974), but the nec-
essarily selective samples of these solo researchers appear to have overstated the uniformity
of police practice (Skogan and Frydl 2004:27). SSO researchers have observed considerable
variation in the way police use their authority (Black 1980:ch. 5; Mastrofski et al. 2002; Terrill
et al. 2003), and some have shown the high degree of variability that may be found with the
same officer over time (Snipes and Mastrofski 1990). Precision is also accomplished through
the sequencing of events and the detailing of context (Barnsely 1972:222), matters that may
not be well documented by routine official records or accurately recalled by participants when
interviewed – for example, how police encounters with the public escalate into rebellion or
violence (Sykes and Brent 1983; Terrill 2001). Sometimes, SSO precision derives from the
application of complex standards or expectations to the practices of persons with obligations
to perform in particular ways: the extent to which legal actors conform to constitutional stan-
dards (Gould and Mastrofski 2004) or professional standards (Bayley and Garofalo 1989;
Terrill 2003). But, SSO can also be used to determine the extent to which justice officials
comply with the preferences of citizens they encounter or whether citizens comply with the
preferences of justice officials (Mastrofski et al. 1996, 2000).

The observer’s independence of the phenomena observed is a benefit and also a limita-
tion of SSO, and it can be challenging to maintain. Of course, the survey interviewer is also
independent of the respondent, but almost entirely dependent upon the respondent to serve
as an informant. Interviewers used in victimization surveys are at the mercy of the candor
and recall of their research subjects in attempting to determine the occurrence and nature of
a crime. The SSO observers are not so dependent; they may rely upon what their senses tell
them, recording elements of an event consistent with a protocol that examines the degree of
evidence that a crime occurred.
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SSO may be especially desirable when the question demands detailed knowledge of
situations, conditions, or processes that are not otherwise well-illuminated or where there
is reason to question the validity of knowledge based on other forms of observation. SSO
may also be useful in studying people who might find it difficult to provide an objective or
accurate account of what the researcher wishes to know (such as their behavior and the context
of that behavior in highly emotional situations) (McCall 1984:266). Where there are strong
temptations to omit, distort, or fabricate certain socially undesirable features, such as illegal,
deviant, or otherwise embarrassing situations, SSO offers an independent account. This is,
for example, a limitation of survey-based citizen self reports of encounters with police to
deal with a problem caused by the survey respondent (Langan et al. 2001), and especially
problematic if there is systematic variation in the degree of error across important subgroups
within the sample, for example according to race (Engel and Calnon 2004:68).

While much of the SSO research has focused at the level of individual persons as deci-
sion makers, the 1980s saw the beginning of studies that use an ecological unit, such as the
neighborhood block face, as the unit of SSO analysis. Noting that neighborhood residents find
it difficult to offer accurate descriptions of their neighborhood’s social and physical environ-
ment, Raudenbush and Sampson (1999), building on research by Taylor et al. (1984, 1985,
Perkins et al. 1993), highlighted the value of an “ecometric” approach that uses SSO in
conjunction with neighborhood survey research to more fruitfully characterize the state of
neighborhood physical and social structure.

SSO may be especially well-suited to situations and events where all of the relevant
actors and events pertinent to the phenomenon of interest can be observed from start to finish
in a limited, well-defined time period. For example, the police decision on how to deal with
a traffic violator is clearly bounded in time and place. To the extent that (as currently popular
theory suggests) the decision is heavily influenced by the context of the immediate situation
(e.g., the offense, the evidence, the driver’s demeanor), the decision on how to treat the traffic
offender lends itself to SSO (Schafer and Mastrofski 2005). However, observing behaviors
relevant to a police chief’s decision on establishing departmental traffic enforcement policy
would require advance knowledge about when and where such activities take place, something
that is seldom available.

Although some forms of large-scale human interactions would not seem so amenable to
SSO, a creative approach may overcome the challenges. For example, studying the dynam-
ics of mass protest and its potential for facilitating illegality (riots, for example), could be
accomplished when researchers have sufficient advance notice of the organization of protests.
Placing observers in the protest strategically, according to the dictates of one’s theoretical
framework, would allow SSO researchers to generate on-scene, objective accounts of whether
certain presumed precursors to riot occur, when and how they occur, and the consequences.

In general, SSO lends itself to observing phenomena that occur either with high fre-
quency, such as drivers’ noncompliance with speed limits on public highways (Buckman and
Lamberth 2001; Meehan and Ponder 2002; Smith et al. 2004), or at predictable times and
places, such as criminal trials (Mileski 1971), field tests of prison security systems (Wil-
son and Mastrofski 2004), or scheduled meetings between probation officers and offenders.
Events that occur less frequently, such as acts of social disorder in public places may require
considerably more observation time to obtain reliable estimates (Raudenbush and Sampson
1999), or they may be so infrequent and unpredictable as to make SSO simply infeasible, such
as the police use of lethal force or the life-course of criminality in a sample of individuals.
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Processes, such as plea negotiations in the criminal process, may be ubiquitous, but they
typically occur in ways that make it difficult for the researcher to follow negotiations in
specific cases, since those negotiations do not occur at predictable times and places.

One of the most frequent uses of SSO has been investigating how criminal justice work-
ers operate in the context of role expectations generated by their organization or profession
(McCall 1984:267). Primarily focused on police, SSO research in criminology has been very
concerned with how officers negotiate the tension between the formal (legal, bureaucratic,
and professional) standards set for them and those that issue from the occupational culture.
SSO could also be applied to role conformance in the context of informal or illegitimate
organizations, such as gangs.

SSO is often used in conjunction with other forms of observation. Some studies have
used SSO to measure the extent to which treatment conditions in randomized trials have been
maintained (Sherman and Weisburd 1995:685). Sometimes, SSO is linked on a case-by-case
basis to other forms of data collection on research subjects, such as census data (on neigh-
borhoods), survey interviews of police officers, and follow-up interviews with citizens who
were observed in encounters with police (Parks 1984; Percy 1980; Smith 1984, 1986). And
sometimes, SSO is used to supply data not otherwise available, such as objective measures of
the physical and social disorder in urban neighborhoods (Raudenbush and Sampson 1999).

Perhaps, the most frequent reason that criminologists have turned to SSO is their dissat-
isfaction with the data they could obtain by other means, such as official records and surveys
of research (Buckle and Farrington 1984:63). For example, official records not only measure
criminality, but may be affected by other considerations taken into account by those in the
agency who record and process that information. Self-report and victim surveys, even though
fairly commonplace, also have a number of biases and limitations (O’Brien 2000). As with any
method, SSO has its methodological strengths and drawbacks, which will be discussed below.

Unit of Analysis and Sampling

Planning the selection of what is to be observed is often not an explicit feature of qualitative
observation, but it is an essential element for SSO. Like survey interviewing, SSO requires a
careful focusing of what is to be observed, and makes it possible to estimate parameters and
evaluate error (Reiss 1968:357–358).

The first step is establishing the unit of analysis. Given that much SSO focuses on social
interactions, there are three distinct approaches (McCall 1984:268–269). One uses a time
period as the unit of analysis, observing what happens within each discrete time segment, such
as what behaviors police officers show in a 15-min segment (Frank et al. 1997) or the level of
social disorder on a street segment during a 1-h period (Weisburd et al. 2006). Another uses a
behavior or act as the unit, tracking the sequencing of different behaviors over time, such as
the behavioral transactions between officers and citizens who engage each other (Sykes and
Whitney 1969). And a third approach is to socially construct an event, such as a face-to-face
encounter between a police officer and citizen (Reiss 1971b) or a public meeting between
police and members of a neighborhood organization (Skogan 2006).

Sometimes, defining the boundaries of an event-based unit of analysis, such as the
encounter, is relatively straightforward. Noting when the parties to the encounter begin and
end their interaction is not too difficult, but even here lie complexities. For example, a police
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officer engages two citizens in a domestic dispute and then disengages them to go to another
part of the house out of sight and sound of these two to engage another citizen for several
minutes – before returning to re-engage the original citizens. To determine whether this con-
stitutes one or multiple encounters requires careful thought about what constitutes an event of
interest.

Sometimes, the challenge is not definitional, but rather observational, because the event
of interest does not readily manifest itself in what can be observed. Take, for example, the
police decision to stop a suspicious citizen, a decision that concerns criminologists wishing to
determine whether police stops are influenced by the race of the citizen. The challenge for the
field observer is determining when a citizen is actually observed by the officer, and when that
observation is worthy of suspicion or in fact elicits suspicion in the officer. Researchers have
attempted to do this by observing the officer for outward manifestations of police suspicion
(the “doubletake”) and to ask observed officers as part of the research protocol to announce to
the researcher when they have formed suspicion so that the observer may inquire further what
the officer observed (features of the citizen versus behavior of the citizen) and what judgments
were made (Alpert et al. 2005). Of concern here is the regularity and reliability with which
officers provide outward manifestations of suspicion forming and the regularity and reliability
with which observers will accurately note them.

Once the unit of analysis is decided, the researcher must consider the sampling frame.
Of course, the same principles of sampling apply to SSO as any other data collection method,
such as survey research (Reiss 1971b:9–11). The researcher must consider where and when
the units of interest may be found, and determine an efficient method of capturing a rep-
resentative sample. An example of a straightforward sampling strategy is an SSO study
of shoplifting that randomly selected shoppers entering a store, systematically varying the
location of observers among entrances to the store (Buckle and Farrington 1984).

SSO researchers often use more complex sampling strategies focusing on geographic
space. We have sampled police beats and specific days and times within them, oversampling
places and times where higher levels of police–citizen encounters were expected (Mastrofski
et al. 1998). Some researchers rely upon the observed subjects making their own choices as
to where observers conduct their observations. This makes sense when the object of study
is a specific research subject, but when the object of study is the geographic entity itself, an
independent sampling plan is required. For example, a study of public order in a park required
researchers to conduct hourly park patrols to observe and record activities of persons by loca-
tion within the park (Knutsson 1997). Some researchers have used a smaller geographic unit
than a police beat or park. Several studies use the face block to apply SSO to the measurement
of disorder on public streets, defined in terms of traces of physical and social disorder (trash,
graffiti, loitering, public intoxication) (Taylor et al. 1985; Sampson and Raudenbush 1999).
In one study, observers drove through street segments videotaping what was viewable from
the vehicle (ibid). Others have performed live observation at the “epicenter” of each block
face (best location to observe the most activity), randomly selecting short periods of time for
observation from that location and recording them on check sheets (Weisburd et al. 2006). But
observers could focus on single addresses, as might be done if one were interested in observ-
ing the extent of different kinds of desired and undesired social activity at crime hotspots.
Even smaller spatial units have served as the sampling frame. A study of the relationship
between crowding and aggression in nightclubs selected high traffic areas within the estab-
lishment (10 sq m) to observe levels of patron aggression for 30-min time periods (Macintyre
and Homel 1997).
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While much of the extant SSO research must develop time- or area-based sampling
frames that capture stochastically-distributed events, some SSO studies have focused on
scheduled events, such as the delivery of therapeutic community programs in corrections insti-
tutions (Bouffard et al. 2003) or the previously-mentioned police–community neighborhood
meetings. Sampling of regularly scheduled events is common in research on educational prac-
tices and physician behavior, a practice easily replicated for certain aspects of the legal process
of interest to criminologists.

Sometimes, the practicalities of conducting successful field observation make the
research vulnerable to sample biases. In cases wherein consent of those to be observed must
be secured, a clear bias is introduced when those who refuse to be observed differ in their
behaviors from those who are willing to be observed (Fyfe 2002; Mastrofski 2004). The sheer
physics of observation can introduce bias as well. For example, the observation of disorder on
Chicago block faces required light that was sufficient for observation only between 7 am and 7
pm (Sampson and Raudenbush 1999), meaning that researchers were unable to measure many
forms of disorder that predominantly occur in the darkness (Kelling 2001). It would also be
challenging to observe many aspects of law enforcement inquiry and exchanges in the inves-
tigative and prosecutorial processes, because much of the effort is not limited to face-to-face
encounters, but rather occurs through telephone and computer, modes of communication that
may necessitate very different sampling frames and observational methods. Particularly chal-
lenging are studies that require a sampling of cases rather than individual decision-makers,
inasmuch as it is difficult to track and observe the behavior of many different persons who
may be involved in making decisions about a case.

Instrumentation

Principles that apply to other forms of research also apply to the creation of instruments for
structuring and recording SSO (Reiss 1971b:11). Sometimes, the instrument takes the form of
a tally sheet or log for recording the frequency at which phenomena were observed, such as
counting disorderly elements at block faces (Sampson and Raudenbush 1999) – or the timing
and duration of events, such as police presence in a hotspot (Sherman and Weisburd 1995).
Often, however, the instrument takes the form of a questionnaire, in this case, directed to the
observer. For example, a study of police use of force might ask a series of close-ended ques-
tions about the citizens involved in an incident (their personal characteristics, their appearance,
their behavior), the behavior of police (how much force was used at which junctures), and
other features of the situation (location of the event, its visibility, the presence of bystanders)
(Terrill and Mastrofski 2002).

SSO instruments, which can be brief or extensive, have the desired effect of focusing
observers’ attention on items selected for observation. Field researchers have demonstrated a
substantial capacity to recall the relevant features of long sequences of these events, given the
repetitive use of the protocols. Nonetheless, greater complexity in the coding system heightens
the risk of error (McCall 1984:272). The accuracy of such recall is undoubtedly variable, but
we are unaware of the research that has assessed most of the correlates of recall accuracy (e.g.,
observer characteristics, instrument characteristics, and the observational setting).

As with any questionnaire, the selection of fixed responses requires careful consider-
ation, and detailed instructions may be necessary to standardize the classification of what
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is observed. In research we have conducted, more than a page of text was required to instruct
how citizens encountered by police should be sorted into four categories of wealth, based on
their appearance, language, and context of the situation.

In addition to fixed-response items, SSO can be easily supplemented with open-ended
items and general descriptions of events that are entered as qualitative data – narrative
accounts. Sometimes, they constitute elaborations of what has been coded on fixed-response
items, such as observer commentary on unusual events (Sampson and Raudenbush 1999:616).
Sometimes, they introduce other forms of observation, such as when participants are
“debriefed” to an event to learn how they perceived and interpreted an event that had just tran-
spired (Mastrofski and Parks 1990). And sometimes, observers are asked to provide lengthy
and less structured descriptions of the event (Reiss 1971b:13; Mastrofski et al. 1998). These
narrative accounts are used to validate the reliability of observers’ classification of phenom-
ena, to document the time sequencing of certain events that is too cumbersome to incorporate
into fixed-response items, to learn more about the perceptual framework of the observer, or to
capture or clarify features of the event that were not anticipated in the construction of the fixed-
response part of the instrument. The risk in using these less-structured modes alone is that
narratives could be sufficiently unsystematic that they undermine much that SSO is designed
to accomplish. Our approach to this problem has focused on detailing a priori the sorts of
things that should appear in observers’ narrative accounts, thereby adding more structure to
the qualitative data than typically occurs in ethnographies (Mastrofski et al. 1998).

Recording Observations

Two issues arise in recording of phenomena observed through SSO: (a) whether it occurs con-
temporaneous with the observation or later, and (b) whether technological recording devices
are employed. Resolving these issues requires choosing the highest priority and what must
suffer as a consequence. The more contemporaneous the recording of an observation, the
less the vulnerability to recall error and various forms of bias (e.g., when coding decisions
about earlier observations are influenced by what subsequently was observed to happen), but
in many cases, the act of recording may increase the reactivity of the observed parties to the
process of being observed, as for example, when observers posing as shoppers follow actual
shoppers to observe whether they are shoplifting (Buckle and Farrington 1984, 1994). Reiss’s
pioneering SSO of police required observers to complete some paper-and-pencil logs in the
field to record the time, location, and participants of events (for example, what might fit on
a clipboard) (1971b:14), but many later researchers opted for recording the information in
less structured form (in small notebooks that would fit in one’s pocket). In both cases, the
data encoding occurred subsequently at a separate research office (Mastrofski et al. 1998).
Observers attempted to reduce any concerns felt by the observed police by making their field
recorded materials available to the officers to review, and by stressing that making these notes
was simply part of their job, just as the police were required to record events as part of theirs.
The lower level of obtrusiveness afforded by the limited-field-note approach must be balanced
with concern for the accuracy of recall, a particularly salient issue when the observations per
unit are extensive or complex. Consequently, these projects imposed a number of safeguards.
Observers were trained to record keywords to stimulate memory, and completion of data entry
took place within hours of departure from the field setting.
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Some SSO projects ban any note taking by observers on scene, instead relying entirely on
memory. For example, studies of pub violence placed pairs of unobtrusive observers (posing
as patrons) in drinking establishments, making visits of 2 h or more (Homel and Clark 1994;
Homel et al. 1997). Observers were expected to note hundreds of items, including covering the
physical environment, staff levels and characteristics, behavior of patrons and staff regarding
deviance, alcohol consumption and efforts to control it and violence, forms of aggression, and
the dynamics of incidents involving violence. Observers recorded their observations according
to written protocols as soon as possible after leaving the pub.

Employing technological aids is usually intended to increase the accuracy or detail of
observation from that which would be otherwise available. Handheld electronic recording
devices have been used in observing police–public interactions (Sykes 1977) and in observing
the social and physical environment of neighborhoods (Gravlee et al. 2006). Audio-taping of
calls for service to police telephone operators has been used to gather data on police workload
(Scott 1981). Videotaping neighborhood block faces from a slow-moving motor vehicle has
been used to observe neighborhood disorder (Sampson and Raudenbush 1999). Handheld
personal digital devices allow contemporaneous observation and recording of brief, frequent
events and are most practical when the number of aspects to be observed per event are small in
number, which minimizes the interference of recording events occurring in close succession
with observing them (McCall 1984:272).

The major advantage of initially recording events electronically and then encoding those
records later for analysis is not only the elimination of recall problems, but also that more
detailed and accurate observations may be made, and the testing of inter-observer reliability
is facilitated. Further, field researchers may in some instances feel safer when they make the
initial recording of their observations from the security of a moving vehicle or when events
are recorded with a remote and unobtrusive device (e.g., time-lapse photography of a street
corner or address). Nonetheless, there are a number of drawbacks that have concerned other
researchers. Video recordings cannot exactly replicate what all of the available senses would
communicate to an observer who was there “in the moment.” The use of drive-by photography
can be expensive; it raises ethical concerns because denizens of the neighborhood find them
intrusive and perhaps anxiety producing; it may raise legal and human subjects protection
issues if alleged criminal acts are recorded; and they may cause significant reactivity among
those being observed (Caughy et al. 2001; Gravlee et al. 2006; Kelling 2001; but cf Smith
et al. 1975). In other instances, however, the pervasiveness of already-present surveillance
technology that records observations in readily shared (digital) formats (closed circuit televi-
sion in public and mass-private settings or in-car police video cameras to record traffic stops)
may afford researchers a relatively unobtrusive source of data that does not encounter these
problems. Dabney et al. (2004), for example, used augmented video surveillance to study
shoplifters. The researchers followed a sample of drugstore customers at a single location
equipped with high resolution video surveillance cameras. They were able to determine which
customers engaged in shoplifting and coded data on customers’ personal characteristics, as
well as behavior. Increasingly, much technology-based surveillance derives its unobtrusive-
ness, not from its being unknown to subjects, but that it is taken-for-granted (Shrum et al.
2005:11). And with the advent of nonlinear editing packages for digital video, the data itself
(traditionally analyzed in quantitative or text format) can be readily manipulated and analyzed
as images (Shrum et al. 2005:5).
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Dealing with Error, Reliability, and Validity

SSO data are subject to the same range of threats that befall other methods. Here we consider
errors introduced by the observer, reliability, and validity issues.

OBSERVER ERROR. Observers can introduce error intentionally (cheating) or uninten-
tionally (bias or reactivity). Cheating is rarely reported in SSO, although its frequency is
unknown. In our own experience (with approximately 100 observers covering about 15,000 h
of observation across five projects), we have uncovered but one instance, a situation where the
observer fabricated an excuse to switch officers so that she could accompany one in whom
she had developed a romantic interest. It seems likely that most instances of SSO cheating
go undetected. Detection in this case occurred because the observer carelessly recorded an
account of her actions on the same medium used to submit her observation data, which one of
her supervisors read when reviewing her materials.

A more subtle form of cheating, shirking, may occur in SSO if observers attempt to
reduce their postobservation workload by failing to record events that would require extensive
narratives and structured coding. Although there has been no direct systematic assessment of
the extent and impact of this form of shirking in SSO, one researcher did examine the effects
of time-on-the-job on researcher productivity. Presumably, project burnout might encourage
some to engage in workload shedding as the project progresses, but the analysis showed that
observers’ productivity was not significantly lower late in the project, when compared with
the earlier time period (Spano 2005:606–608).

One can assume that, as with any employment situation, instances of cheating are
reduced to the extent that the research enterprise (a) selects as observers persons who are com-
mitted to integrity, (b) who are socialized during training to maintain it, (c) whose morale is an
important concern of those running the operation, and (d) whose field work and work products
are carefully monitored and given feedback at the time that researchers are in the field.

Potential sources of unintended biases in SSO are the mindset and prejudices that
observers bring to the field or develop on the job, as these may affect what they observe and
how they interpret it. The limited extant research exploring these issues for SSO does not offer
clear and consistent findings but is dependent upon the particular information in question.
Reiss (1968, 1971b:17–18) found that an observer’s professional background (law student,
sociology student, or police officer) did have consequences for some types of information,
but not others. A later study attempted to determine whether a statistical relationship between
observed police orientation to community policing and officer success in securing citizen
compliance could be attributed to observers’ own views on community policing (Mastrofski
et al. 1996:295). A clear association was not found between the observers’ attitudes and the
effects that their analysis produced.

While there is no reason to expect observer bias in SSO to be any more or less a problem
than in survey research, the nature of SSO does present some interesting challenges. For exam-
ple, it is more difficult to check for biases in SSO, at least when the field observation cannot be
directly observed, as is usually the case when observers accompany criminal justice decision
makers or offenders far from a controlled or predictable setting. A significant contributor to
reduction in survey interviewer bias (and shirking) in recent years has been the change from
in-person interviews conducted in the field to telephone interviews by interviewers located in
call centers, where close monitoring is both possible and unobtrusive.
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There are, however, a number of methods for detecting biases. If other, independent
sources of data are available, comparisons can be made between what SSO generated and
what the observer generated. Although official crime and justice documents often fail to cap-
ture the full range of events that interest the researcher, where there is overlap, crosschecking
the observations of the SSO field worker is possible, such as crime and arrest reports filed
by police officers. The extensive records of officer activities captured in modern police com-
munication systems – both voice and data – are another potential source for cross-validation.
Another option is to test observers in a simulated environment, for example, having them
evaluate a video of one or more situations and comparing their observations to each other
or some presumed objective standard (Mastrofski et al. 1998:9). Another is to look for unex-
pected or unusual patterns in observer-generated data from field observations, especially when
there are a sufficient number of observations to make it reasonable to expect certain sorts of
observations to fall within a given range (Mastrofski et al. 1998:14). And of course, one can
monitor observers by periodically surveying or debriefing them about their beliefs and per-
ceptions or by requiring that they constantly self-observe in a diary-like format (Reiss 1971b;
Spano 2005). One must remain sensitive, however, to the weak and often subtle links between
observer attitudes and their observational judgments and behaviors. Well-trained and super-
vised observers may have or develop stronger judgments and beliefs about what they observe,
but still remain true to the research protocols designed to limit the effects of personal biases.

Some types of observation judgment are undoubtedly more vulnerable to personal bias
than others. For example, some research required field observers to judge whether police
officers applied excessive force against citizens (Worden 1996:36). But it may prove more
effective to bifurcate the process into (a) recording narrative accounts of what happened
(without asking the field observer to make a judgment about excessive force), and (b) having
separate, specially trained experts review these accounts and make an independent judgment
about whether they constitute a violation of some standard, legal or otherwise (Gould and
Mastrofski 2004).

One particular source of observer error is extended exposure to field conditions.
Researchers may “go native” (adopting the perspective of their research subjects), or they
may experience “burnout,” cynicism about what they are observing. The closer the observer
is to the phenomena observed, and the more beneficial the establishment of rapport with the
research subject, the greater the risk of going native. An examination of these effects in an
SSO study of police found little evidence of a significant change in attitudes toward police
between the beginning and end of the study, and surprisingly found that observers who devel-
oped more positive attitudes toward the police over time were less likely to render assistance
to police officers while observing them, albeit the relationship was not statistically significant
(Spano 2005:605–606).

Of all the sources of observer error in SSO, reactivity receives the most attention. Reac-
tivity occurs when the method of observation alters what is being observed (Kazdin 1979). In
general, the less obtrusive the observation of human behavior, the lower is the risk of reactiv-
ity. Much has been written about “interviewer effects” – reactivity in survey research and ways
to reduce it (Webb et al. 1981). Much less is known about reactivity in SSO. Measuring SSO’s
reactivity is challenging, because often SSO is the only means available to measure the object
of study, and even when other methods of observation are available, they may have their own
reactivity issues. It may be possible to make inferences by comparing the results of different
forms of observation, some presumably more conspicuous than others (Brackett et al. 2007).
But for SSO by observers who are noticeably present, the challenges of comparing behavior
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when observers are present to when they are not is nigh impossible unless there are other
unobtrusive ways of monitoring the behavior in question both when observers are and are not
present. This is rarely possible.

No responsible researcher dismisses the risks of reactivity in SSO, but a number suggest
that it is dependent on the context of the observational setting and the nature of the relationship
between observer and observed (McCall 1984:273–274). In SSO of police, it has been argued
that reactivity to the observer can be reduced by the observer downplaying any evaluative role
and emphasizing one’s naivety as a “learner” (Mastrofski et al. 1998; Reiss 1968). Yet, even
this approach may generate more “teaching” or show-off activity in police subjects. Observed
officers who engage in such teaching have been noted to self report making contact with
citizens to illustrate elements of police work to the observer (Mastrofski and Parks 1990:487).
And some types of observers (for example females in the presence of male police officers),
may produce more of this effect than others (Spano 2007:461).

Certainly, some types of research subject behavior are more susceptible to the presence of
an observer than others; the stronger the social valence of a particular pattern, the greater the
risk that behavior will be altered. Nonetheless, many well-ingrained patterns of behavior may
be especially difficult to alter (Reiss 1971a), including such things as racial discrimination and
violations of constitutional rights, especially if the making of this particular determination is
not an obvious purpose of the research. And it has been noted that research subjects often
habituate to the presence of observers over time (McCall 1984:274; Spano 2007:461). Com-
pared to other forms of data (interviews, self-reported behavior, agency records) SSO may
well be less reactive. Interview respondents can easily offer inaccurate or distorted answers
that are difficult to detect. An official can easily misrepresent what he or she reports on agency
records where there is a weak organizational capacity to detect it. When SSO researchers are
present to observe the event, especially when the subject is engaging other people, changing
his or her habitual behavior may be far more challenging (Reiss 1971b:24). Such manipu-
lations may be especially difficult where skill levels and experience influence the research
subject’s course of action.

Controlling reactivity is accomplished by (a) making the observation less obtrusive,
(b) making the observation less consequential, and (c) selection, training, and monitoring
observers to remain within the appropriate limits of their research role (McCall 1984:275).
Exposing research subjects to repeated observation facilitates the habituation effect, as does
establishing rapport, although it may be difficult to know in advance how much observation
is needed to reduce reactivity to an acceptable level (Barnsely 1972:227). Assurances of con-
fidentiality (when possible) that are also reinforced by action can reduce the consequences
of observing something that research subjects would regard as socially undesirable. Selecting
persons willing and able to be taught to avoid comments and behaviors that provoke reactivity
(e.g., the expression of judgments), and following up that training with supervision while in
the field can reinforce the appropriate researcher role for a given study.

However, some of these reactivity countermeasures can suppress one kind of reactiv-
ity and stimulate others. For example, using an expert to observe the same kind of expert
may make it easier for the observer to establish rapport, but it might also make it more dif-
ficult for the observer to refrain from offering an opinion or assistance, based on a claim of
ignorance or inexperience. Repeatedly reminding research subjects of the project’s confiden-
tiality guarantees reminds them that they are the object of an outsider’s attentions and will
result in a record of their activities. And the best persons and methods for establishing rapport
with a research subject may in fact also stimulate researcher involvement in activities that are
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decidedly beyond the research role (Reiss 1968). Clearly, some compromises must be made
in drawing the line between what is and is not acceptable observer behavior in attempting to
control reactivity.

RELIABILITY. One of the distinct advantages of SSO over solo field research is that it
facilitates the testing and improvement of the reliability of observations (Reiss 1968, 1971b).
Early on, much attention was given to the use of multiple observers and estimating their inter-
rater reliability. Where many researchers can independently observe the same phenomenon
(by having multiple observers on scene or by using video recordings), the testing of inter-rater
reliability is accomplished by measuring the extent of agreement among the pool of observers
for the same set of events (Raudenbush and Sampson 1999:14; Homel et al. 1997:63; Wilcox
et al. 2006). Sometimes, disparate independent observations of the same event are resolved by
a process of discussion and negotiation (Graham et al. 2006b:284). Where multiple indepen-
dent observations of the same event are not possible, and that is often the case in situations
wherein having more than one observer would be too disruptive, observers might be tested
by using their detailed narrative descriptions to determine (a) if they are properly classifying
phenomena according to the protocol and (b) the extent of agreement among persons who use
those narratives to make classifications (Reiss 1971b:22). For example, this has been done for
characterizing a wide range of police and citizen behaviors in predicting citizen compliance
with police requests (McCluskey 2003:60–74).

Recently, SSO researchers have broadened their reliability concerns to incorporate mea-
surement accuracy and stability (McCall 1984:275). Raudenbush and Sampson (1999) apply
psychometrics to the development of “ecometrics” to better understand the error properties
of SSO data gathered from observing physical and social disorder in urban neighborhoods.
They adapt three psychometric analytic strategies: item response modeling, generalizability
theory, and factor analysis to illuminate the error structure of their observational data and to
make judgments about the best ways to limit different sources of error in future observational
studies. For example, they find that physical disorder can be more reliably measured at lower
levels of aggregation than social disorder, due to the much lower frequency of the latter in
their observations (Raudenbush and Sampson 1999:30).

VALIDITY. While texts often note that field studies are less vulnerable to validity prob-
lems than surveys because the method places the observer “there” while events are unfolding
(Maxfield and Babbie 1998:286), they are of course only valid insofar as they produce data
that measure what the researcher intends for them to measure (McCall 1984:276). For the
most part, the challenges of assessing the validity of SSO data are those common to other
forms of data collection, and we will not elaborate them here. However, we will raise three
points that may be useful to those contemplating the use of SSO.

First, SSO in its purest form is not well-suited for observing internal thought processes
and motivations. An example is inferring the level of intent to harm someone solely from nat-
uralistic observation of human interaction, such as might take place at school or bars (Boulton
1991; Graham et al. 2006a). Intent is a key concept in theories of aggression and violence.
The search for reliable, observable cues that reveal the degree of intent is challenging, not
only because the links between cues and intentions are not empirically well validated, but
also because of the ambiguity of certain cues: when is a person so intoxicated that his behavior
cannot have been guided by a high degree of intent to harm (Graham et al. 2006b:285)?
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Observing judgments can also be challenging for SSO. Theories about the impact of
procedural justice on citizen compliance and law abidingness have been expressed in terms
that readily admit their testing from survey data (e.g., whether a respondent perceived a given
judicial action as procedurally just) (Tyler and Huo 2002). While many social scientists have
been willing to accept the respondent’s answer as a valid reflection of his or her assessment,
this has not been readily available to practitioners of SSO. Consequently, they have three
options. One is to take whatever behavioral indicators are available and infer thoughts and
feelings from them. This may be appropriate for some things (general citizen satisfaction
with the police) (see McIver and Parks 1983:31), but rather risky for others (citizen judgments
about specific aspects of police action). Another option is to measure procedural justice objec-
tively from what can be observed (for example, whether the officer showed respect, explained
what he was doing, referred to evidence) (Mastrofski et al. 1996; McCluskey et al. 1999). The
problem is, of course, that these things may not in fact register as procedurally just for the
citizen being observed. However, this objectivity does have the clear policy-relevant advan-
tage of allowing the researcher to determine how influential a given police behavior is on
a citizen’s response, such as compliance. A third option is to observe events and then later
debrief those involved to elicit what they were thinking and feeling at the time (Mastrofski
and Parks 1990). This mixed approach to gather both objective and subjective data about an
event has been used in police research (Alpert et al. 2005; Mastrofski et al. 1998), but its error
and validity properties have not been explored.

A second concern with the validity of measures derived from SSO is their generalizabil-
ity, especially across different cultures. For example, an SSO study that attempted to predict
when police would show disrespect toward a suspect used as one predictor whether the police
were disrespectful (Reisig et al. 2004). The sample of citizens was diverse in terms of race,
age, and wealth, and it is conceivable that conceptions of what is disrespectful could be con-
ditioned by those variables. That police disrespect failed to predict suspect disrespect was
consistent with the researchers’ theoretical expectations, but the failure to find the effect could
have been due to variability in the sample of how disrespect is subjectively defined. Under
these circumstances, tests of criterion validity are appropriate, but not conclusive, according
to the relevant cultural classifications where differences are expected.

A third validity issue has to do, not with what the observers recorded, but what judgments
are made about it. For example, SSO researchers may use experts to generate judgments about
the likelihood that an observed event would be treated in a particular way – for example, the
probability that an officer’s behavior would be regarded in court as a violation of Fourth
Amendment standards for search and seizure (Gould and Mastrofski 2004). It is appropriate
to think of the constitutionality of a police action in terms of probabilities because there are
many courts and many judges, and they can vary in their decision, especially in hard or border-
line cases. The question is, did the researchers produce a valid assessment of what the relevant
pool of judges would have produced? Unable to submit their observations to such a sample of
judges, the researchers performed a sensitivity analysis to see if shifts in the scale of proba-
bilities (more and less lenient judgments about constitutional violations) would alter results.

PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS

There are a number of practical issues that arise when fielding an SSO research project.
Among these are matters pertaining to the research staff and matters relating to the research
subjects.
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Organization and Staffing of the Research

SSO typically involves the efforts of a group of researchers, and as with any group effort,
organizational issues require attention. SSO researchers are often recruited from the ranks
of graduate and undergraduate university students, but not always; they may come from the
ranks of the persons being observed or from some other group (Reiss 1968). For example,
an SSO study of shoplifters used trained psychologists experienced in observing children in
classrooms. They had received additional training from store detectives on how to observe
unobtrusively (Buckle and Farrington 1984:67). The complexity of the tasks required (inter-
acting with observed research subjects and gathering/recording data) – even when the observer
has experience in the role of the people being observed – will likely call for persons with a
certain temperament as well as certain aptitudes and skills, especially for projects that place
the observer in a participant role.

Our experience with SSO of patrol officers has shown a need for the following skills and
traits to deal with the complexities of police field work and a demanding observation protocol:
strong writing skills, ease with social conversation, curiosity about policing, self discipline
and strong work ethic, team player, candor and integrity, and facility with word processing
software. Absent from this list is expertise in policing and the law, in part because we provide
researchers with the basics of what they need to know during training, and when expertise is
necessary (such as judging the constitutionality of an action), we draw on a separate pool of
experts ex post facto to code the data collected by our field staff. It is much harder to find per-
sons who make good field researchers and have the requisite subject matter expertise. Where
SSO projects require little or no field involvement with research subjects, we anticipate that
a different set of skills and priorities would be relevant. On the other hand, we can imagine
certain settings (courts) where observers with extensive legal training would be highly desired
to note and interpret events. Finding the best mix of skills and traits depends upon the partic-
ulars of the job task, and innovative SSO projects may require an iteration or two in the field
for the investigator to learn precisely what is most valuable in a field researcher.

Regardless of the recruitment pool, researchers who are inexperienced with SSO may
underestimate the amount of time and effort it takes to train their field staff. Naturally,
the more complex and elaborate the research instrument, the more training time required,
and the more direct involvement or exposure the field researchers will have with the research
subjects, the more training required. In our SSO of police, we have expended considerable
training time on familiarizing prospective field researchers with the manners and customs
of the officers and the communities where they will be observed – long before they logged
any training time in the patrol car. This has included using representatives from the police
organization to deliver presentations on the department.

The importance of establishing the specific role expectations for researchers cannot be
overstated (McCall 1984:273; Reiss 1968, 1971b). Where to draw the lines between per-
missible and impermissible participation with research subjects is not only important for
methodological purposes, but also for legal and ethical ones. Given that many SSO projects
place observers in the field for extended time, it is important to train observers in how to
maintain a professional, yet congenial relationship with research subjects, even when encour-
aged or pressured to engage in activities that are inappropriate. Establishing some bright lines
around forbidden practices is essential.

As with survey research, quality control of SSO calls for attentive monitoring of the field
researchers and their work products. Using supervisors experienced in conducting that form
of SSO is a major advantage, not only because they will know more about the challenges, but
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also they will have greater credibility with the observers they supervise. They should meet
frequently with the field researchers to discuss not only their research products, but also their
feelings and state of mind. Computer software can be developed to check for logical incon-
sistencies in coding and to flag potential problems that deserve double checking (Mastrofski
et al. 1998:14). If project resources do not allow detailed checking of each item or case, then
researchers should consider sampling items or cases to catch potential problems as quickly as
possible. Errors can pile up quickly, so it is valuable to give rapid feedback to field researchers.

Management of field observers goes well beyond the need to check for problems with
various sources of measurement error that have already been described. There are a number
of issues that will likely arise, depending upon the length and social context of the observa-
tion period. Supervisors need to be readily available to counsel people who have observed
traumatic events. The daily exposure to bleak social conditions and human frailty can have
significant effects on the observers’ emotions and outlooks. And of course, supervisors need
to monitor and manage, to some extent, relationships among the researchers themselves, some
of whom will experience conflicts and crises found in any organization.

A host of other practical issues arise in fielding SSO, many of which are reviewed
by Reiss (1971b:24–27) and Mastrofski et al. (1998). These include the legal liability of
the observers (should their presence or action stimulate a lawsuit), the legal liability of the
project’s organization, and the availability of civil action to the investigator and the employ-
ees for harms that may arise in the course of the research. Of particular concern may be the
risk of injury to field researchers and their vulnerability to legal action, including the subpoena
of observers and their work products. In the case of protecting the confidentiality of observa-
tions, federally-sponsored research may offer some protections, but they are limited, which
raises concern about the power of the research organization to compel its employees to main-
tain certain confidentiality guarantees in the face of legal action (Mastrofski et al. 1998:16). In
general, investigators should seek the advice of qualified legal counsel to manage these risks.

Beyond that, investigators are well advised to incorporate the project’s key governing
policies into the terms of the field observers’ contracts. Due diligence requires that this carry
over to training and supervision for the SSO project. Much of the pressure for revealing
protected information is delivered not through formal legal channels, but informally while
researchers are in the field. Learning how to deflect these and when to summon supervisors
for assistance should be part of the training. We recommend that investigators incorporate
some role-playing sessions involving scenarios where observers are presented with induce-
ments or pressure to violate policies, providing instruction and practice on how to respond to
these situations.

Although SSO can be quite labor intensive, its efficiency (amount of desired data
acquired per unit of cost), can be quite variable. For example, it is undoubtedly more effi-
cient to gather data on shoplifting by surveying a sample of shoppers or gathering data from
store records about shoppers and shoplifters. Indeed, one such study committed approximately
755 h of field observer time (two observers per sampled shopper) to yield only nine instances
of shoplifting (Buckle and Farrington 1984). SSO studies of patrol work tend to yield on
average slightly less than one police–citizen encounter per hour of field work (Parks et al.
1998:2–23). A survey researcher doing follow-up calls with citizens who have had recent
contact with the police could be more efficient, but even that can be time consuming, given
the difficulty of catching such persons at home and persuading them to participate. On the
other hand, SSO studies that deal with how certain kinds of subjects (criminal justice offi-
cials or offenders) spend their time can be fairly efficient, since each moment of observation
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time yields relevant data. Of course, if electronic recordings of the phenomenon of inter-
est are already available (for example, CCTV recordings of specific locations), costs may
be limited primarily to interpreting and coding those recordings, making this method more
efficient than alternatives to gathering data. Ultimately, efficiency is usually only one consid-
eration for researchers, and so the real issue is whether there are sufficient gains in access to
relevant data, and improvements in validity and reliability of those data to justify the SSO
investment.

Preparing Organizations and Research Subjects for SSO

Many research subjects have some degree of familiarity with what is involved in survey
research, interviews, and other forms of data gathering that involve subject interaction with
researchers. But most know nothing about SSO, what it requires of the research subject, or
what it requires of the researcher. Preparation of the research subjects is important, not only
so that the requirements for informed human subjects research are satisfied, but so that the
project is conducted with minimum error and hassle. If the research subjects work within a
formal organization, advance time spent explaining the project and its methods at all levels
of the organization, but especially the immediate supervisors of the persons to be observed,
is time well spent. Conducting a few “demonstration” observation sessions will also help to
reduce anxieties or uncover unanticipated problems that can be resolved before actual data
collection is launched. Over the course of the study, frequent contact with persons at various
levels within the organization is advisable, to detect and deal with problems quickly.

Among the essential elements of a good relationship with the research subjects is making
clear to them how human subjects research issues will be handled. Not infrequently, research
subjects are skeptical about the willingness of field researchers to maintain confidentiality
guarantees, and some may go so far as to test them in subtle, as well as not-so-subtle ways.
This may arise in the course of casual conversation about something that researchers may have
observed previously with other research subjects who are known to both the researcher and
the current research subject. Sensitizing both the researchers and the research subjects to the
need to avoid discussion of these events is particularly important. On the not-so-subtle side,
supervisors of research subjects (e.g., police sergeants) may exert tremendous pressure on
field observers to reveal information that may be inculpatory or exculpatory for an observed
subordinate. Invoking project policy and, if necessary, summoning a research supervisor may
be the most effective way of avoiding unnecessary revelations of protected information.

SSO CONTRIBUTIONS TO CRIMINOLOGY AND FUTURE
OPPORTUNITIES

SSO has been heavily concentrated on gathering data on two aspects of criminology: the
behavior of police patrol officers and disorder in the public parts of urban neighborhoods. We
offer a comprehensive review of neither body of literature, but summarize key contributions
that SSO has made in advancing knowledge in each area. We then suggest a few areas that
seem especially promising for future SSO applications.

SSO data have dominated the empirical research that describes and accounts for variation
in the discretionary choices of officers: making stops and arrests, issuing citations, using force,
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assisting citizens, and displaying procedural justice (Skogan and Frydl 2004:ch. 4). One of
SSO’s special contributions has been the scope of explanatory elements made available for
the researchers’ models. These include many details of not only the officer’s behavior, but
also the context in which it occurs (nature of the participants, their behavior, the location, and
the neighborhood). SSO has also been instrumental in detailing the nature of the process of
police–citizen interaction, opening our eyes to the interactive quality of temporally ordered
micro-transactions or stages that may occur in even a relatively short police–citizen face-to-
face encounter (Bayley 1986; Sykes and Brent 1983; Terrill 2003). And SSO has also allowed
researchers to observe elements of organizational control and community influence on the
work of police officers. For example, we learn more about the influence of police supervisors
on subordinates’ practices (Engel 2000), and we learn the dynamics of police–community
interaction and their consequences when police and neighborhood residents deal with each
other at community problem-solving meetings (Skogan 2006).

A second area where SSO research has concentrated is the examination of neighbor-
hood physical and social disorder. Ralph Taylor and colleagues pioneered this focus in the
1980s in Baltimore (Taylor 2001; Taylor et al. 1985), and it has been used to test the impact
of police interventions in hotspots, showing that police interventions in these “micro-places”
not only reduce crime and disorder, they also diffuse those benefits to nearby areas (Sherman
and Weisburd 1995; Weisburd et al. 2006). The largest project in this area has focused on
Chicago neighborhoods and has produced a number of insights relevant to the testing and
development of theories of the role of neighborhood disorder in causing crime in urban
neighborhoods (Raudenbush and Sampson 1999). Using SSO-based measures of “objective”
disorder described earlier in this chapter, researchers have examined the sources and con-
sequences of public disorder. The research has demonstrated the importance of “collective
efficacy” in predicting lower crime rates and observed disorder, controlling for structural
characteristics of the neighborhood (Sampson and Raudenbush 1999). Collective efficacy also
predicted lower levels of crime, controlling for observed disorder and the reciprocal effects of
violence. The researchers found that the relationship between public disorder and crime is spu-
rious, with the exception of robbery, which is contrary to the expectations of the well-known
“broken windows” theory of neighborhood decline.

In general, SSO has afforded precision that has in many cases shown the phenomena of
interest to be more complex than other forms of data collection had indicated. For example,
we have already noted that SSO researchers have found rich variation among police officers
in their patterns of discretionary choice, and even noted the instability of those patterns for
individual officers over time. And the independence of SSO observers from the phenomenon
of interest has provided a means to understand the contributing factors to the social construc-
tion of phenomena, such as the contributions of a neighborhood’s racial profile in assessing
its level of disorder (Sampson and Raudenbush 2004).

Beyond the above areas of recent high visibility in criminology, there are many opportu-
nities to expand the use of SSO to improve knowledge. Largely untapped is the observation
of crime and disorder, especially at the micro-level, where observers have the opportunity to
make detailed observations of offenders in the act. SSO studies of shoplifting and aggressive
or disorderly behavior in bars and clubs show that this is feasible where observers can eas-
ily blend into the environment. Where that is not possible, access to unobtrusive surveillance
technologies appears to offer opportunities for detailed observation that reduce reactivity con-
cerns. Indeed, it seems highly likely that in the future, criminologists will take advantage
of the ubiquity of electronic surveillance in society generally to capture events that would
otherwise be costly to observe. For example, the growing sophistication of surveillance and
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identification technology, may make it possible to use facial identification software to gather
data for a network analysis of persons who frequent hotspots. This includes not only the
growing use of video recording devices by government and private sector organizations, but
the now ready availability of miniaturized recording devices to the general public (through
cell phone recording devices).

In searching for efficient ways to use SSO, criminologists should bear in mind the
growing body of evidence about the predictability of crime and disorder occurring in small
geographic spaces (“hotspots”) (Weisburd 2008). Because much “street” crime is so highly
concentrated in a relatively small portion of addresses or face blocks, the location of observers
or observational devices can very efficiently generate lots of information on what occurs, espe-
cially in public areas. In addition, given heightened levels of obtrusive surveillance (security
procedures in public places), SSO should prove an excellent way of better understanding how
security and surveillance operate, why certain methods are effective, and the collateral impacts
of various methods of monitoring and control designed to increase public safety.

Another venue for SSO to be used fruitfully is in experimental studies. We have already
identified some field experiments that used SSO to validate the application of treatment pro-
tocols and to measure outcomes. But beyond that, SSO can be used to measure key aspects of
the process that presumably operate to link treatments to outcomes. For example, if the physi-
cal redesign of bars and serving practices of bartenders is intended to reduce violence in those
establishments, do patrons in fact alter their patterns of behavior in the ways that are expected
to produce less violence (Graham et al. 2004)?

CONCLUSION

Four decades after Albert Reiss showed criminologists the utility of systematic social obser-
vation, it remains a method used infrequently in the discipline. This is undoubtedly due in no
small part to two things. First, criminologists are rarely exposed to training and opportunities
to do SSO during their course of study. Hence, they remain ignorant of its applications or
unfamiliar with how to do it. This could be remedied by increasing researchers’ exposure to
the method in coursework and the early, formative years of their work. But doing this requires
a cadre of researchers sufficiently skilled and experienced to teach it. One way to prime the
pump would be holding methods workshops, sponsored by organizations such as ICPSR. Sec-
ond, those who know a little about it may often expect that it requires more time and resources
than they have available. This may indeed be the case, but we suspect that many projects could
be taken on a smaller scale with a narrower scope of questions than the better-known, large
SSO projects. Some researchers may decline to use SSO because of reactivity concerns, but
the available evidence suggests that these problems are often manageable and may be no more
severe in any event than found with other data gathering methods.

Increased use of SSO will undoubtedly attract and stimulate greater scrutiny of its limita-
tions, as well as its advantages. Certainly, the error properties of most SSO data sets have been
underexplored, and more attention is needed here. We expect that expanding the use of SSO
and more comprehensively assessing its strengths and limits can be fruitfully combined into
a more comprehensive assessment of other methods of gathering data on crime and justice
phenomena.

SSO deserves the consideration of researchers because of its many advantages. For the
study of crime and justice phenomena, it offers enhanced prospects of validity, and in many
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situations it provides for increased confidence in reliability, because of the researcher’s direct
access to the phenomenon of interest and greater control and transparency of data encod-
ing. Further, it affords greater precision in capturing details of the phenomenon and its
context, such as the sequencing of what happens before, during, and after those events. In
many cases, it may be the least problematic method for acquiring information. Criminology,
which has strong roots in the traditions and methodologies of sociological research, remains
heavily reliant on the use of sample surveys and official records (McCall 1984:277; Reiss
1971b). But, as the field matures and diversifies intellectually, more of its researchers may,
with justification, be inclined to make systematic social observation the method of first, not
last resort.
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