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    1   
 Impact and the Refl exive Imperative 

in Criminal Justice Policy, Practice 
and Research                     

     Sarah     Armstrong    ,     Jarrett     Blaustein    , and     Alistair     Henry   

      Th is volume grows out of two parallel but distinct developments in social 
science research that aff ect the way researchers study and seek to have an 
impact in the areas of crime and criminal justice. Th ese are the increas-
ing acceptance and practice of (some form of ) refl exivity in social science 
research, on the one hand, and, on the other, the changing context of 
research itself. On the latter point, we note that criminologists work-
ing across diff erent jurisdictions are experiencing heightened pressures to 
render their research relevant and appealing to external audiences. Th ese 
pressures are linked in part with the fact that governments in Australia, 
the UK and the USA (along with other countries) are increasingly keen to 

        S.   Armstrong    () 
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ensure that their investment in the higher education sector is delivering 
‘value for money’. Th is implies that research and teaching activities that 
are government-funded must increasingly align with, or at least demon-
strate alignment with, what these governments defi ne as the public inter-
est. In Australia, for example, the Australian Research Council, which is 
responsible for administering public research funding, has identifi ed a list 
of nine strategic ‘Science and Research Priorities’ to organise funding of 
‘support for science and research on the most important challenges facing 
Australia’ (developed partly from a 2014 white paper ‘Boosting the com-
mercial returns of research’; see ARC  2016 ). With the possible exception 
of ‘cybersecurity’, none of these strategic priorities appear to be directly 
relevant to criminology or indeed, the social sciences. Th e specifi ed 
research priorities relate primarily to what are known as ‘STEM’ subjects 
(Science, Technology, Engineering and Medicine), thereby prioritising 
an increasingly narrow set of subjects and research methodologies that 
refl ect a pragmatic and in our view myopic governmental understanding 
of what constitutes societal value. 

 Th is growing emphasis on pragmatism further implies that universities 
as the institutional sites within which much of what constitutes crimino-
logical research today takes place are also expected to operate effi  ciently. 
Notions of accountability, and more specifi cally fi nancial accountability 
(Power  1999 ), thus constitute powerful discursive mechanisms that ulti-
mately contribute to the legitimation of an overarching programme of 
public divestment from the higher education sector. Politicians are prone 
to justifying these cuts by invoking the language of austerity. Some aca-
demics have come to associate contemporary discourses of austerity with 
a wider neoliberal project, one that is generally cited as a threat to the 
future of the sector and the pursuit of independent academic inquiry. A 
recent and infl uential paper notes that the high productivity and com-
pressed time frames of the ‘neoliberal university’ create isolating and 
divisive work conditions, further undermining critical and independent 
research agendas (Mountz et al.  2015 ). 

 No longer able to rely primarily on government investment as a 
primary source of research income, universities have also started plac-
ing greater emphasis on the need for academics to assume the role of 
research entrepreneurs. Th e STEM subjects are perhaps ideally placed 
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to develop lucrative partnerships with industry, but the social sciences 
are not immune to this development. Researchers from all disciplines 
are facing pressures to market their work to prospective research part-
ners (read: funders) as well as users spanning the public, private and 
third sectors. Many academic criminologists along with their coun-
terparts from other disciplines have vocally opposed these managerial 
pressures and expressed concerns about the implications of research 
commodifi cation with respect to academic autonomy. For criminolo-
gists, the preservation of academic autonomy is especially crucial due to 
the discipline’s historical legacy as a technology of governmental con-
trol (Foucault  1980 ) and our recognition of the risk that policy makers 
and practitioners may utilise our concepts, data and theoretical con-
structs to justify coercive practices or unjust policies, impinge upon the 
rights and freedoms of vulnerable individuals and groups, and poten-
tially even generate harms (Cohen  1988 ). Th e intersections that exist 
between criminological research, policy and practice might therefore be 
characterised as ethical minefi elds. 

 Ironically, while the political and institutional environment in which 
research takes place is becoming more instrumental and less well funded, 
criminology as a discipline is fl ourishing. Th is is evident from the growth 
of undergraduate and postgraduate degree programmes and jobs across 
Europe and North America. Our sense is that this is due, at least in 
part, to the fi eld’s relative strength in arguing for its own relevance and 
importance given the perennial policy fi xation on questions of crime 
and security in these regions. Of course, this is not to take away from 
the excellence of much criminological research. Indeed, what has been 
particularly marked in the past 20 years has been the fi eld’s enriching 
pluralism and the ability to support so many research traditions and per-
spectives (Loader and Sparks  2011 ; Bosworth and Hoyle  2011 ). While 
some criminologists have characterised this trend as disciplinary frag-
mentation, broken into ‘independent’, ‘critical’ and ‘administrative’ 
schisms (Young  1986 ; Ericson and Carriere  1994 ; Hough  2014 ), we tend 
to side with commentators who see pluralisation as a process of mutual 
enrichment because it implies that criminology is no longer, if it ever 
truly were, tied to its originating thinkers and disciplinary infl uences. 
Criminologists today not only draw on the methods of but also have 
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important things to say to and are taken seriously by historians, sociolo-
gists, geographers, philosophers, political scientists, economists, cultural 
theorists and more. 

 In addition to looking outward for inspiration, criminologists increas-
ingly are looking inward, critically and refl exively scrutinising their own 
fi eld and the research that is produced through it. While there remains 
in some corners an impulse towards particular strands of scientifi c (and 
particularly medicalised or psychologised) methods and models like the 
experiment (of which even medical researchers are increasingly critical 
and sceptical), post-positivist, refl exive engagement has become ever 
more of an explicit topic as recent criminological texts attest (see, e.g. 
Lumsden and Winter  2014 ; Bosworth and Hoyle  2011 ). It is our con-
tention then that the concept of refl exivity provides a valuable resource 
for navigating the practical and ethical dilemmas posed by our chang-
ing research environment. And in this, we believe the volume off ers a 
new and important contribution for thinking about refl exivity and its 
potential to illuminate the nature of the social, of which researchers, 
universities, policy processes and makers are a part. Specifi cally, all the 
contributors to this book are grappling in diff erent ways not only with 
how to employ notions of research in particular projects but also with 
how we might engage wider political, economic and social contexts of 
the worlds that both researcher and researched occupy. Criminal justice 
and academic settings are increasingly governed through the same tech-
nologies of measurement and performance—how do we begin to docu-
ment, analyse and make sense of this? We argue that criminologists must 
be sensitive to how structural and cultural conditions within the higher 
education sector have come to infl uence the questions we seek to explore 
and the methods and collaborative research partnerships we draw upon 
to do so. Hence, refl exivity is conceived in this book as not only a way of 
approaching the encounter of researcher and researched but also, as our 
subtitle states, a way of centring and exploring the intersection of policy, 
practice and research. 

 In this chapter, we set out some of the dynamics in the research envi-
ronment that require us to think through and expand upon ideas of 
refl exivity as a problem not only for research but also for policy and prac-
tice in criminal justice. First, we discuss the current context of criminal 
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justice research and review key aspects of the refl exivity concept as these 
have arisen in social science debates so far. We then present a reworked 
notion of refl exivity, incorporating both its potential and its challenges, 
that can be employed to develop insights on the interconnected areas of 
criminal justice research, policy and practice. Th roughout our discussion, 
we refer to the ways in which the contributors to this volume themselves 
are engaging the notion of refl exivity. Th ough each chapter provides its 
own examples of and stance towards refl exivity, this book overall makes 
the case for an expansion of a criminological agenda in which the pro-
cesses, objects and actors often treated as ‘backstage’ to the analysis of 
crime and punishment join the conventional objects of analysis front and 
centre. 

    The Current Context of Criminal Justice 
Research 

 Criminological research is inherently political because ‘crime’, its object 
of study, lacks a fi xed reality. It is a social construction, the contours of 
which vary across time and jurisdiction and which are in part shaped, 
validated or reconfi gured by the work of criminologists, albeit not in 
isolation (Maguire  2012 ). Indeed, the representations of crime and order 
made by political actors, criminal justice institutions, third sector and 
campaigning organisations and, of course, the mass media probably play 
a more crucial role in framing public, and criminological, understandings 
of the ‘crime problem’ than does academic research. Th is implies that 
criminological research has never had anything approaching a monop-
oly over criminal justice discourse and ‘crime talk’ (Garland and Sparks 
 2000 : 2–5). 

 Up until the 1970s, in the UK and the USA at least, crime was largely 
viewed by political elites and parties as a technical administrative matter 
with, to contemporary eyes, surprising levels of party political consensus 
over its management (Loader  2006 ). However, from then on, crime con-
trol came to play important roles in shaping both party political debate 
(Downes and Morgan  2012 ) and the very public sensibilities to which 
such debates speak (Garland  2000 ; Simon  2007 ). Crime and its con-
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trol became increasingly salient in state claims to sovereignty and author-
ity (Garland  1996 ), even eclipsing broader public service and welfare 
rationales for action, becoming the driver of policy initiatives in wider 
fi elds including education, family law, child welfare and housing (Simon 
 2007 ; Crawford  1998 ). All of this meant that criminological research, 
where it even tried to engage with criminal justice policy and practice, 
tended to do so within a highly politicised, oft contested and thus notably 
emotional sphere of public policy, a sphere which, as already noted, was 
crowded with other powerful actors, vested interests and alternative repre-
sentations. Many developments have taken place subsequently thus com-
plicating and showing the evolution of this well-rehearsed history of the 
politics of crime control in the UK and the USA. We focus on a few such 
developments here in order to sketch what we see as the main features of 
the current context within which criminological research gets done. 

    Shifting Grounds of Concern 

 Downes and Morgan ( 2012 ) argue that the days of intense partisan crim-
inal justice politics may be on the wane, going as far as to suggest that 
the governing through crime agenda may currently be ‘debased currency’ 
( 2012 : 203). Perhaps in the aftermath of global recession, crime control 
has played a less decisive role in post-2008 elections and there is, for the 
moment, considerable agreement across political parties on key areas of 
criminal justice, in particular around ‘volume crime’ and its management 
through adaptive or ‘dispersed’ strategies that look beyond criminal jus-
tice institutions themselves for solutions (Downes and Morgan  2012 : 
183). Rather, they argue that much public debate about crime control in 
the UK (though one might consider the Black Lives Matter movement 
in the USA in a similar vein) has coalesced around specifi c scandals, only 
some of which, such as the 2011 urban disorders in England, have really 
sparked the kinds of demonising rhetoric that had characterised much 
crime talk in recent years ( 2012 : 201–203). Whether this will present a 
more welcoming climate for deliberation around criminological research 
in the longer term remains to be seen (see, e.g. Brown et al.  2015 ). Also 
counter to this optimism, it might be argued that it is the terms and 
focus of contestation that have shifted (as well as multiplied, hybridised 
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and pluralised) targets of othering and stigmatisation, and in the present 
moment, it appears that migration fl ows and terrorism have emerged as 
potent rallying points for fear and reactionism. As Mary Bosworth and 
Blerina Kellezi note in their chapter to this volume, reactions against 
migration have produced an entirely new system of control and deten-
tion that should be of interest to criminologists. Th ey narrate the emo-
tional toll of these new forms of the carceral, not only on the confi ned 
but also on the researcher as well, employing a refl exive lens to suggest 
how these sites cannot be equated simply with imprisonment, presenting 
distinct logistical, aff ective and intellectual challenges for researchers.  

    Criminal Justice Policy Research 

 Th ere are already quite extensive literatures on the various components 
of the criminal justice system. What has been rather less developed is 
research more explicitly focused on criminal justice policy itself: the 
actors involved, the roles of expert knowledge within it and the processes 
through which it takes shape (Newburn and Sparks  2004 ). Th ere are 
some notable exceptions (inter alia, the work of Paul Rock; Armstrong 
 2010 ; Annison  2015 ; Blaustein  2015 ; Morrison and Sparks  2015 ; 
Souhami  2007 ; McAra  2005 ,  2016 ; Jones and Newburn  2002 ); however, 
the lack of attention to policy is becoming, particularly in the context 
of a research agenda premised on some notion of ‘impact’, an increas-
ingly glaring lapse in criminological scholarship, a gap this volumes aims 
partly to fi ll. Armstrong and Lam’s chapter, for example, argues there is 
a ‘double absence’ of policy in criminological research, suggesting scene- 
thinking as a way of bringing policy into the same frame as the core 
criminological issues of ‘the street’.  

    Institutional Funding Regimes, Impact and Knowledge 
Exchange 

 Right from the formation, in the UK, of the Cambridge Institute of 
Criminology and the Home Offi  ce Research Unit, the ways in which 
criminological research has been institutionally supported and funded 
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have drawn a critical eye (Garland  2002 ; Martin  1988 ). Where funding 
becomes an issue, the priorities and focus of the funders play an impor-
tant role in shaping a priori assumptions about what the problems of 
the day are, the preferred methods for investigating them and the main 
channels through which research is disseminated. Th ey might be said to 
play a key, even a defi ning, role in determining what the contours of a 
discipline is, although in criminology the support of independent univer-
sities, and criminology’s ongoing expansion as a discipline within them, 
has historically ensured that funders have enjoyed no such monopoly. 
Two relatively recent and interrelated developments in the institutional 
support and funding of criminological research invite consideration of 
the extent to which we can take for granted the independence of univer-
sities, or at least treat universities as places where researchers are entirely 
free to develop their own agendas. Th ese include the aforementioned 
‘impact’ agenda (in the UK and Australia) and a growing emphasis on 
‘knowledge exchange’. 

 In the UK research impact is defi ned and promoted through nationally 
organised and compulsory assessment of research activity (most recently 
in the 2014 Research Excellence Framework, or REF), and it will be 
incorporated into the Excellence in Research for Australia evaluation in 
2018. Such benchmarking exercises are used, along with assessments of 
the quality of research work in general, to determine levels of research 
funding that academic departments in universities receive, meaning that 
impact represents an important determinant of the very viability of these 
departments. Impact in the context of the 2014 UK REF was defi ned as 
leading to worthwhile eff ects on policies and practices in the wider social 
world. Impact case studies required individuals to demonstrate how their 
academic work underpinned documentable change. Of course, there 
remains an element of debate and contestation about the impact agenda 
and the extent to which its requirements are in fact feasible aspirations 
for researchers (see, Stella  2014 ), or whether they demand uncomfortable 
over-claiming and time scales. Impact therefore represents an important 
theme for a number of contributors featured in this volume. For exam-
ple, Elaine Fishwick’s chapter notes that real and positive change can be 
achieved through research but suggests the paths of this are so unpre-
dictable and circuitous that complexity theory is necessary for analysing 
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them. Similarly, Lesley McAra’s chapter argues that pathways to impact 
are cultivated and navigated over years and decades, time frames which 
are less amenable to the rapid documentation and measurement sought 
by universities to evidence their institutional success. 

 Related to the impact agenda is a growing emphasis on knowledge 
exchange, a concept that we do not wish to discredit but rather subject 
to analytical scrutiny. Knowledge exchange came late to criminology, 
being much more developed in medicine and nursing for example, and 
underpins the evidence-based policy and practice (EBPP) agendas, also 
representing a fi eld of research in its own right. Earlier variants tended to 
assume that research was a kind of commodity to be packaged and dis-
seminated for unidirectional transfer to those for whom it would be use-
ful. Th is simple understanding of how research knowledge might come 
to infl uence policy or practice was quickly challenged as more nuanced 
understandings of the complexities and partiality of the process emerged 
(Henry and Mackenzie  2012 ; Nutley et al.  2007 ). Th e evolution of ter-
minology from ‘knowledge transfer’ to ‘knowledge exchange’ attempted 
to refl ect the ideal, if not always the reality, that practice should also 
be infl uencing research. ‘Knowledge exchange’ often is treated as a uni-
versally positive value and practice, and we note that it more properly 
refers to particular developments (such as EBPP as noted) and should be 
analysed more in terms as a movement, with a particular history and set 
of actors and forces in the same way as we might do with ‘what works’. 
Th is is not to suggest that sharing knowledge is not benefi cial to research 
or those that it aff ects or is based on, but that it has come to take on a 
particular set of meanings and modes of documentation (Rappert 1999). 
Th is bears directly on the next point. 

  Collaborative research associations between universities, practitioners 
and policy makers  Undoubtedly related to the particular understand-
ing of knowledge exchange and impact as salient for ‘research users’ 
has been the growth of formalised collaborative associations between 
universities, practitioners and policy makers whereby longer-term rela-
tionships and more direct collaboration on the research process are 
envisaged between them. Perhaps the best known in the UK criminol-
ogy is University College London’s Jill Dando Institute of Security and 
Crime Science which, as well as including government as a partner, also 
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seeks to involve criminal  justice organisations and the commercial sec-
tor. Bilel Benbouzid’s chapter in this volume describes the founding of 
the Jill Dando Institute, and how a disagreement over statistical model-
ling, combined with the divergent missions of a crime science centre 
and solely university based research, led to distinct statistical models 
of repeat victimisation. More recently, the N8 Research Partnership in 
England has established a Policing Research network that involves eight 
university collaborators, government, Police and Crime Commissioners, 
police services and partner organisations with relevant interests. Indeed, 
the editors of this collection have affi  liations with similar enterprises 
in Scotland, including the Scottish Centre for Crime and Justice 
Research (SCCJR), a collaboration between the Scottish Government, 
the Scottish Higher Education Funding Council and four Scottish 
Universities; and the Scottish Institute for Policing Research  (SIPR), 
a collaboration between Police Scotland, the Scottish Police Authority 
and 13 Scottish Universities. Other collaborations have emerged or 
are emerging around the world including the Centre for Evidence-
Based Policy in the USA and the now defunct Centre for Excellence in 
Policing and Security in Australia. In many Northern European coun-
tries (Norway, the Netherlands and Finland, e.g.), police colleges for 
the education and professional development of police offi  cers have uni-
versity status and are staff ed by research-active academics, in contrast 
to the approach in the UK documented by Wood and Williams in this 
volume whereby academics contribute to police education in a more 
piecemeal fashion. Like funding regimes, these institutional reconfi gu-
rations of the places within which research gets done have the potential 
to profoundly shape criminology and criminal justice for the better (e.g. 
by supporting more appreciative, engaged, sensitive to practice) or for 
the worse (e.g. by contributing to less independent, critical and theo-
retically sophisticated forms of scholarship; or, by imposing ‘Northern’ 
understandings of good research and policy onto ‘Southern’ subalterns, 
see Blaustein in this volume). Th e global dimensions and implications 
of ‘collaboration’ should not be overlooked as potential sites of critical 
inquiry: one of the editors of this book, recently returned from a trip to 
Hong Kong with the aim of negotiating university-to-university part-
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nerships, was struck by the frequency of ‘global branding’ as part of the 
language of exchange as well as standards of quality (with UK academ-
ics hired as consultants to provide REF-like reviews of departments in 
Asian universities). 

 Changes to the institutional landscape of criminology thus span a wide 
and evolving range of developments, from criminology being a niche 
interest conducted in support of criminal court and prison processes 
(Garland  2002 ) to the establishment of specialist sites of criminological 
expertise as in the aforementioned Cambridge Institute of Criminology 
and the Home Offi  ce Research Unit (Martin  1988 ), or in the work of 
Chicago School scholars  (to give a US example), to the expansion of 
criminology within the (increasingly globalised) university sector, to the 
formation of partnership arrangements between statutory agencies and 
universities (Henry  2012 ). Where criminology gets done and under what 
institutional arrangements shapes its character, its relationship to power, 
and the problems and challenges to which it directs its gaze. 

 In the present volume, both Alistair Henry and Karen Lumsden pay 
particular attention to the challenges and possibilities of academic–prac-
titioner collaboration. Henry focuses on the potential (and limitations) 
for such institutional arrangements to contribute to the cultivation of 
refl exivity towards the research process amongst practitioners themselves. 
Lumsden interrogates her experiences of ‘doing’ refl exivity within this 
kind of setting, paying particular attention to the ‘public engagement/
public criminology’ dimensions of such endeavours (see also, Loader and 
Sparks  2011 ). 

 Summing up, the current context of criminological and criminal jus-
tice research thus far described is complicated, characterised by recon-
fi gured zones of political contestation (more global phenomena on the 
fringes of traditional criminology), new fi elds of inquiry (policy making 
itself ) and an emergent institutional landscape of resourcing, assessment 
and collaboration. Accordingly, we argue that a refl exive disposition is 
likely to assist in the negotiation of this terrain, but before elaborating 
on this, it is necessary to consider how the concept of refl exivity is com-
monly understood within the social sciences by accounting for its socio-
logical origins.   
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    Refl exivity: Some Starting Points 

 Refl exivity in social science research involves researchers recognising the 
fact that their insights about social worlds and processes (as socially con-
structed, and mediated by tensions and intersections between agency and 
structure) also apply to themselves, the social worlds of the academy and 
to their own work (see Alvesson and Skoldberg  2009 ). As such, it is a 
critique of the myth of positive science and its claims to objectivity and 
autonomy. According to this myth, social science is done to the world, 
rather than constructed through and negotiated with it. Refl exive insight 
challenges truth claims and sees research as interpreting the world through 
collaboration with it, collaboration that inevitably also changes the world 
(Law and Urry  2004 ). Hence, it is something to be taken seriously, par-
ticularly in the criminal justice fi eld where state power is exercised in its 
most extreme forms and where research contributes so substantially to 
the social construction and defi nition of the very ‘problems’ to which 
it purports to attend. Th ese understandings have come to infl uence the 
study of refl exive methodologies in the context of criminological research 
(see Lumsden and Winter  2014 ) as well as the discussions of how crimi-
nal justice research intersects with policy and practice which feature in 
this volume. Th is warrants a brief review of their historical development 
in the discipline of sociology, specifi cally in relation to infl uential work 
of Alvin Gouldner and Pierre Bourdieu, both of whom are referenced by 
a number of contributors to this volume. 

 Calls for a ‘refl exive sociology’, that is, a mode of sociological inquiry 
that seeks to account for how researchers infl uence and are infl uenced by 
the production of scientifi c and cultural knowledge, can be traced back 
to the work of the late Alvin Gouldner ( 1970 ). Knowledge, according to 
Gouldner ( 1970 ), consists of both ‘information’ and ‘awareness’. Whereas 
Gouldner believed that positivists have a tendency to reduce their con-
ception of knowledge to the former, his refl exive sociology posits that ‘the 
inquiring subject and the studied object are seen not only as mutually 
interrelated but also as mutually constituted’ (Gouldner  1970 : 493). It is 
therefore the social scientist’s awareness of their relationship to the object 
of their study and of the fact that this relationship is a  product of their 
both personal and professional circumstances which prompts Gouldner 
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( 1970 : 491) to characterise refl exive sociology as a ‘moral sociology’ rather 
than one which purports to be ‘value-free’ (Id.). Indeed, the values of 
social scientists and the disciplinary and institutional cultures which they 
inhabit are deeply embedded within information with the eff ect that 
information cannot be described as ‘neutral’ (Gouldner  1970 : 494). 

 As a ‘moral’ enterprise, refl exive sociology can be described as embody-
ing two key transformative dimensions: self-transformation and social 
transformation. Self-transformation is linked with the pursuit of and rev-
elation of self-awareness. It is the acknowledgement that the social scien-
tist ‘cannot know others unless he [sic] also knows his intentions toward 
and his eff ects upon them; he cannot know others without knowing him-
self, his place in the world, and the forces – in society and in himself – to 
which he is subjected’ (Gouldner  1970 : 497). Social transformation refers 
to the wider fi eld of knowledge production and accounts for altering defi -
nitions of what constitutes valid knowledge, the purposes for which it is 
sought, and perhaps the means by which it is utilised. For Gouldner, this 
meant contesting the hegemonic tendencies of Western sociology that 
he argued were guided largely by positivist aspirations of controlling the 
social world through the disembodied production of objective knowl-
edge. Gouldner ( 1970 : 504) thereby positions the refl exive sociologist as 
a partisan, that is, a political being who embraces refl exive sociology as a 
‘work ethic’ that ‘affi  rms the creative potential of the individual scholar’. 

 Infl uential in a formative sense, with respect to the subsequent pop-
ularisation of critical and refl exive, approaches to sociology and crimi-
nology (see, e.g. Taylor et  al.  1973 ), Gouldner’s work has also been 
the subject of criticism within the discipline of sociology. Notably, 
Hammersley ( 1999 ) describes Gouldner’s calls for refl exive sociology as a 
form of ‘moral gerrymandering’, criticising those who advocate a ‘value- 
free’ sociology yet presenting his own prescription for refl exive sociology 
as ‘embodying universal human values, and therefore as not in need of 
sociological explanation’ (Hammersley  1999 : para. 2.3). In other words, 
Gouldner is argued by Hammersley ( 1999 : para. 2.3) to ‘present himself 
as operating in the realm of freedom’ while simultaneously reducing the 
actions and mentalities of those he challenges to functions of  cultural, 
institutional, structural and ideological infl uences and constraints. 
Hammersley questions whether sociology as a discipline has, or indeed 
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should have, a privileged role in generating knowledge that dictates social 
action. Rather, he suggests that ‘social action involves contexted processes 
of interpretation…[which] rely on diverse forms of knowledge…rather 
than being the “application” of a body of general knowledge or even of a 
method’ (Hammersley  1999 : para. 3.7). On the basis of these critiques, 
Hammersley ( 1999 : para. 4.1) argues against the practice of formulat-
ing ‘grand conceptions of sociology’s roles’ adding that ‘refl exivity cannot 
provide the basis for specifying the mission or the method of sociology’. 
Accordingly, his contention is that sociological analysis should limit itself 
to comparatively ‘modest’ descriptive and explanatory aims and take 
‘no account of whether we believe what we are studying is good or bad’ 
(Hammersley  1999 : para. 4.5). 

 Th e Gouldner and Hammersley debate off ers one useful springboard 
for thinking through refl exivity. Rather than seeing this as presenting a 
binary choice between diff erent versions, we see an evolving understand-
ing of how the researcher begins to account for herself and understand 
her role in a fi eld of study. Th ese themes arise as well in feminist epis-
temologies which similarly challenge the ideas of value-free knowledge 
and objectivity. A feminist refl exive stance acknowledges the researcher’s 
position as ‘normative and interested’ (Cuthbert  forthcoming : 2, cit-
ing Marshall  2008 : 688); at the same time, it encourages vigilance of 
the risks of ideological imperialism and universalism. Indeed, feminist 
(and queer) theory are underused resources in criminology, often limited 
(ironically and mistakenly) to areas of research cordoned off  as ‘feminist’ 
and typically limited to explicit studies of gender. Cuthbert’s ( forthcom-
ing ) discussion of feminist epistemology and methods establishes these as 
having long adopted positions that refl exive criminological work is only 
now beginning to engage. Th is includes the recognition that knowledge 
is always situated (Haraway  1988 ); that critical research should ‘account 
for the conditions of its own production’ (Stanley  1990 : 13) and that 
researchers should be willing to open themselves up to their participants 
(Cuthbert,  forthcoming , citing Reinharz  1992 ). 

 Pierre Bourdieu’s work also has proven infl uential in terms of shifting 
the gaze of Western sociologists inward, that is, by prompting them to 
consider their status as ‘cultural producers of knowledge’. Like Gouldner, 
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Bourdieu advocated a ‘sociology of sociology’ (quoting Bourdieu in 
Wacquant  1989 : 33) which actively encouraged its academic practitio-
ners to engage in ‘self-analysis’ by considering their epistemological ori-
entation and discursive infl uences in relation to their positioning within 
particular fi elds of knowledge production. It is Bourdieu’s emphasis on 
locating oneself within a fi eld as opposed to a particular profession or 
institutional or structural confi guration that distinguishes his call for 
refl exive sociology from that of Gouldner. Th is distinction is important 
because it recognises that one’s discipline and indeed the higher edu-
cation sector constitute structuring mechanisms in their own right (see 
Stella  2014 ; Mountz et al.  2015 ). For Bourdieu’s refl exive sociology then, 
the boundaries of the fi eld of knowledge production appeared to coincide 
with the boundaries of the university as the social institution ascribed this 
unique societal function. 

 As noted previously, however, the university today fi nds itself continu-
ously prompted to reassert its value as a public good worthy of pub-
lic expenditure. It must do so by demonstrating its ability to generate 
research and pedagogical practice of relevance to diff erent ‘users’ span-
ning the public, private and third sectors. Bourdieu’s vocabulary for 
understanding this refl exive praxis remains especially relevant because it 
can accommodate a plurality of knowledge producers representing diff er-
ent institutional positions. Furthermore, against the backdrop of impact, 
knowledge exchange and academic–practitioner collaboration described 
at the beginning of this chapter, refl exive sociology establishes the foun-
dations of an important ethos for recursively moderating one’s contribu-
tions to the production of knowledge as well as for regulating the manner 
by which such knowledge is disseminated and adopted as a result of our 
contact with empowered spaces or positions in these fi elds.  

    Refl exive Criminology? 

 Refl exivity has very much arrived as a dimension of social-scientifi c 
thinking and practice, even though it took a little longer for the concept 
to gain a foothold within criminology, at least explicitly. Th e chapters 
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that follow cumulatively explore, from varying perspectives, the work 
that criminologists do and the conditions under which they do it, the 
nature of the research process and the institutions which shape it, for 
better or worse. We believe that the chapters featured in this volume rep-
resent timely and important contributions to an ongoing dialogue about 
the purpose and value of criminological research but we acknowledge 
that these issues have long been focal points for critical criminologists 
who take issue with the collusive, repressive and anti-intellectual origins 
of the discipline (see, e.g. Heidensohn  1968 ; Cohen  1988 ). 

 We note however that one eff ect of the particular forms of critical crim-
inology that have emerged has been to discourage exploration of areas 
and involvement with actors perceived to be the source of oppressive and 
anti-intellectual impulses in criminology. So criminologists study drug 
users and drug dealers but not civil servants working on harm-reduction 
strategies. Co-production is enthusiastically pursued with young people 
but not with statisticians. Studying and working  with  practitioners, and 
particularly policy makers, remain, despite the impact agenda, ingredi-
ents of a spoiled identity for the criminologist. Th e contributors to this 
volume go against this grain. Each has spent considerable time studying, 
working with, and even trying to change, crime and justice policy and 
practice through research. Th eir collective contribution lies in illuminat-
ing the ways in which criminological research intersects with, constitut-
ing and being constituted by, the fi elds of criminal justice policy and 
practice that it studies. 

 We argue that refl exivity reveals much about the complex, sometimes 
messy, reality of the research process, allowing for more credible, trans-
parent and modest engagements across research, policy and practice. 
In this section, we discuss the key points and values of refl exivity for 
criminal justice researchers, attempting to show how such an orienta-
tion in social research can widen and deepen our understanding of the 
world. However, we have no intention of promoting a ‘refl exive crimi-
nology’ uncritically. We recognise that there are risks of refl exivity as 
well as particular pathologies and discuss these as well. Th e aim of this 
concluding substantive section is to begin developing a clearer sense of 
how criminologists adopt and might develop refl exive approaches, leav-
ing the rest of the chapters in the book to show how diff erent scholars 
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are ‘doing’ refl exivity rather than simply ‘being’ refl exive (Mauthner and 
Doucet  2003 ). 

 An important insight of the refl exivity literature is that researchers are 
complex persons who are themselves, in all this complexity, part of the 
research process, whether they like to acknowledge it or not. Biographical 
details and demographic characteristics  of the researcher (such as age, 
race, gender and class) shape and frame their work—from their choices 
of topics and questions, to methodological preferences and skills, to how 
they interpret the worlds they study and to how they themselves are inter-
preted by people in that world. Th ese choices might also be informed by 
more particular aspects of personal lives and histories (whether a parent, 
a survivor of trauma, a victim of crime or an ex-off ender, e.g.). Across dif-
ferent refl exive stances is shared a sense that choice of discipline, methods 
and subfi elds will have been guided more or less consciously by these 
factors and related/subsequent preferences (personal, political and profes-
sional). Many of the contributors to this volume therefore have decided to 
incorporate autobiographical details into their discussions of the method-
ological and practical challenges and prospects inherent to doing research 
in the sphere of criminal justice. Christopher Harding, for example, uses 
his chapter in this volume to provide an autobiographical discussion of 
the role that researchers play in constituting and validating narrative con-
structions of their ‘outlaw’ subjects by drawing on his own biography in 
academia and history of researching cartels. 

 In short, the researcher is as much of a social construct as any social 
world or practice that she might hope to study. Scientifi c rationality and 
method make claims to distance and rigor but ultimately do not separate 
researchers from the world or its infl uence that would secure them clear 
objective independence and claims to the ‘truth’. Increasing articulation 
of and refl exivity around issues of biography and standpoint is therefore 
also one of the promising dimensions of refl exive, credible and mod-
est research. Being refl exive about one’s position in relation to a fi eld 
means making transparent and holding oneself to account for choices 
right through the process—from picking topics, designing, doing and 
interpreting the research and disseminating it. Such a disposition exposes 
research as always already a negotiated, collaborative and political encoun-
ter with the world, not a disembodied, technical process done to it. For 
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