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Although comparative criminology has made significant development during the past
decade or so, systematic empirical research has only developed along a few topics.
Comparative criminology has never occupied a central position in criminology. This
article analyzes the major theoretical and methodological impediments in the develop-
ment of comparative criminology. It stresses a need to shift methodology from a con-
ventional primary approach that uses the nation as the unit of analysis to an in-depth
case study method as a primary methodological approach. The article maintains that
case study method can overcome the limitation of its descriptive tradition and become
a promising methodological approach for comparative criminology.

Keywords: comparative criminology; international criminology; case study; China;
methodology

Comparative criminology has made significant developments in the past decade
and a half. As several authors have pointed out, for most of the 19th century and

much of the 20th century, comparative criminology was largely neglected as nations
looked inward, solving crime problems within their countries (Bennett, 2004; Howard,
Newman, & Pridemore, 2000). Very few comparative studies were published before
the mid-1960s (March 1967); this lack of interest in comparative studies persisted into
the 1980s (Beirne, 1997). This situation changed during the 1990s. Bennett (2004)
illustrated the change, citing the number of sessions addressing comparative issues
at both Academy of Criminal Justice Sciences (ACJS) and American Society of
Criminology (ASC) annual conferences. At the 2001 ACJS conference, 7.1% of the
panel sessions addressed comparative topics. This number increased to 9.5% at the
2003 conference. Similar trends occurred at the ASC conferences, from 2.6% in 2001
to 6.7% in 2003 (Bennett, 2004). This increased interest in comparative work can be
attributed to significant international events, particularly the terrorist attacks on
September 11, 2001; increased public interest in terrorism (Bennett, 2004); the growth
in transnational crimes; and the influence of globalization (Howard et al., 2000).
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Comparative criminology is not new. Classical theorists conducted comparative
work and emphasized the importance of cross-country comparison for theory and for
practice, and consensus about the importance of comparative criminology seems to
have long existed. However, systematic empirical research has only developed along
a few topics. For example, the most notable line of research regards testing and elab-
oration of modernization theory (for a good review, see Howard et al., 2000). This
research uses nations as the unit of analysis to quantitatively examine how patterns
of violent and property crimes vary with levels of modernization and development
and other important variables. Generally speaking though, even with the recent sig-
nificant increase in interest, comparative criminology still composes a very small
portion of criminological research. As noted above, less than 10% of the conference
sessions in 2003 involved comparative topics, and studies involving other nations
remained quite limited. Few sources for funding have been available. Comparative
criminology has never occupied a central position in criminology. For it to really
grow into a mainstream field, at least two major blockages must be overcome.

Major Impediments for Comparative Criminology

The first impediment for comparative criminology is inadequate understanding of
its nature. Comparative criminology is typically considered a small branch of research,
using multinational data to study limited topics. It has never been given a central posi-
tion in contemporary criminology; thus, its centrality in the discipline of criminology
still needs to be fully recognized.

A fundamental purpose of criminology as a science is to establish general princi-
ples and to study patterns of criminal behavior and criminal justice. To accomplish
this goal, criminological research must examine whether theoretical propositions and
empirical findings based on data from one country at one time are applicable to other
contexts. Criminology must investigate how variations in societal contexts alter theo-
retical statements and policy considerations. These fundamental objectives determine
that criminology is essentially comparative. Thus, criminology is comparative crimi-
nology; comparative criminology is not just another branch of criminology. In prin-
ciple, almost all theoretical propositions in criminology are essentially subject to
assessment in different contexts. A transition from home country–based criminology
to international and comparative criminology would be a significant step forward for
the discipline of criminology.

American criminology and criminal justice policy have been largely formulated
within the American context, often implicitly being assumed to be valid elsewhere
and universally applicable to human behavior in other contexts. As the discipline
made great progress during the past few decades, the inspiration that moves it from
constructing propositions applicable to narrower local scopes within Western culture
to seeking a more general theoretical understanding of human behavior has grown.
As a result of this more prominent aspiration of the discipline, we can expect the
importance of comparative criminology to be further recognized.
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The second impediment to the development of comparative criminology is a very
practical one; it is the great methodological difficulties that comparative work faces.
In particular, scholars have identified major difficulties in obtaining appropriate data
for cross-national comparison. Differences in legal definitions, the operation of
criminal justice, and the reporting and recording practices of crimes are well-known
problems that have haunted comparative criminologists for decades. These are acute
problems for almost all types of crime, although to a lesser degree for homicide.

In addition, many nations, in particular less developed nations, have been resistant
or hesitant to publish their crime statistics. Some consider this a less pressing task;
others consider them “state secrets.” International organizations such as Interpol and
the United Nations have taken important steps to resolve these difficulties. The U.N.
Survey of Crime Trends and Operations of Criminal Justice Systems uses several
methods to validate the information it receives. It has been reported that the trans-
parency of criminal justice institutions of many countries has improved in recent years.
However, given the nature of the problems, we can safely state that the validity and
compatibility of official data from many nations will remain a great concern in the near
future. For example, much of the existing research on comparative criminology tradi-
tionally uses the nation as the unit of analysis, but the inconsistency of crime data
across countries has led many scholars to be suspicious of findings from such data.

An important advance in methodology for cross-national studies is to rely on
behavioral rather than legal definitions of crimes. Respondents in such surveys are
asked to respond to the criminal behavior described in the survey items, thus avoid-
ing the use of legal definitions, which are subject to the problems of inconsistency
across countries. The most influential studies employing this method are the
International Crime Victimization Survey (ICVS) and the International Self-Report
Delinquency. Data from these surveys have produced important findings, pointing in
a very promising direction.

The international survey methods, however, have severe limitations besides the
usual problems with survey methods. First of all, the samples of nations are conve-
nience samples; similar to the problems of Interpol and U.N. samples, the inclusion
of countries depends on the willingness and resources of the countries that partici-
pate. So far, the samples tend to include large portions of developed Western
countries, and non-Western countries tend to be underrepresented.

In addition, the collection of multinational survey data is very costly, and each
survey can contain only a limited number of variables. For example, the most promi-
nent project is ICVS, which includes very few theoretically important variables. This
limitation precludes the investigation into many important criminological topics,
including the influence and nature of the political and social context and the details
of criminal justice operations of different countries.

Thus, taking a less restrictive and more practical methodological approach is crit-
ical for the further development of comparative criminology. I argue that case stud-
ies, among all current approaches, have unique strengths and are a most productive
approach for the current state of development in comparative criminology.
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The Case Study Method and Major Tasks
for Comparative Criminology

The conventional and methodological approach in comparative criminology, as
reported above, is to use nations as the unit of analysis. Although much improvement
has been made in confronting the difficulties with this methodological approach, one
cannot be too optimistic about following this route to develop an optimal solution to
the problem in the near future. Therefore, a change in methodology must be made to
lift comparative criminology out of the current situation to have a clearly promising
and prosperous development.

Many scholars have discussed the methods used in comparative research. For
example, Howard et al. (2000) classified the methods into three groups: metalevel
studies, parallel studies, and case studies. Metalevel studies use the nation as the unit
of analysis, parallel studies compare two countries, and case studies conduct research
in a single country.

Case studies are often considered noncomparative. However, they can offer rich and
in-depth materials about crime, criminal justice, and a historical, cultural, and contex-
tual understanding of one country. Past case studies are limited in that most studies are
descriptive and qualitative (Howard et al., 2000); however, this does not have to be the
case. For the purpose of developing criminology, assessing and elaborating the estab-
lished propositions and patterns found in other countries is critically important in con-
firming or extending our assumed universally valid findings. Logically speaking, there
is no other method that has no limit on selecting topics for in-depth criminological
investigations. Research conducted in one country, such as the United States, can and
should be examined in the context of other countries to determine the scope of the find-
ings. When established patterns are found to be invalid within the context of other
countries, real challenges and opportunities emerge for the development of knowledge
through elaboration.

Case studies do not have the classical problems of data incompatibility in defini-
tions and operations of criminal justice across nations and do not have the almost
inevitable problem of nonrandom sampling when using a nation as the unit of analy-
sis. Any methods and statistical techniques used in mainstream criminological
research can be applied to data from one country in similar ways in another country.
There are no difficulties specific to comparative criminology research when case
study methods are adopted as a primary method, and these methods encounter few
predetermined restrictions. It is a more promising direction for greater development
of comparative criminology. Using data from one single country (or a few countries),
comparative criminology should accomplish several important tasks.

The first task is to test and elaborate criminological concepts and theoretical
proposition theories under different political and social contexts. The second task
is to examine specific crimes and emerging crimes in other countries. The third task
is to investigate mechanisms of social control and operations of criminal justice sys-
tems in other countries. These research objectives are practical, providing promising
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growth in freeing comparative criminology from the conventional difficulties that
result from using nations as units of analyses.

The Case of China

One persistent problem in comparative criminological studies is that samples tend
to include very few non-Western countries. China is a strategically important country
for conducting case studies. It has the largest population in the world and has been
experiencing a profound social transition since the late 1970s. China’s rapidly grow-
ing economy, its growing global influence, and its distinctive historical, cultural, and
political context have attracted the attention of scholars from a variety of disciplines
in recent decades. It is a strategic site for developing criminological knowledge.

The special issue of International Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology
on “Crime and Criminal Justice in China” intends to advocate the case study method to
accomplish the tasks specified above, with China as the context, and to make a mean-
ingful contribution to comparative criminology. The issue includes eight articles inves-
tigating topics that help to accomplish the tasks specified for comparative criminology.

The first three articles test and elaborate established criminological theory and
concepts under the context of China. The first article, “Life Strain, Coping, and
Delinquency in the People’s Republic of China: An Empirical Test of General Strain
Theory from a Matching Perspective in Social Support,” tests Agnew’s (1992) general
strain theory and finds supporting results for the “coping strategies” hypotheses, largely
confirming the applicability of the theory in China. “Provincial Laws on the Protection
of Women in China: A Partial Test of Black’s Theory” tests Black’s (1976) proposition
that the quantity of law varies with stratification, morphology, culture, organization, and
social control. The analyses yielded little support for the theory with some exceptions.
The article elaborated the findings with a discussion of alternative explanations for
them. The third article, “Returning to Normality: Anomie and Crime in China,” applies
the concept of anomie to analyze factors influencing anomie under rapid social change
and finds some variation from typical Western findings under China’s context.

The second group of articles mainly addresses the task of understanding social
control and criminal justice operations in China. “Building Little Safe and Civilized
Communities: Community Crime Prevention With Chinese Characteristics?” describes
a community crime prevention program in China. The study finds that traditional
social control in China has been transformed to adapt to the new reform era, yet some
mechanisms remain intact. “Bureaucratic Justice: The Incarceration of Mainland
Chinese Women Working in Hong Kong’s Sex Industry” addresses criminal justice
operations in Hong Kong, a special administrative region of China. The article offers
an in-depth description of how sex workers from mainland China are processed in a
routine and bureaucratic manner. “Capital Punishment Views in China and the
United States: A Preliminary Study Among College Students” addresses the most
severe form of punishment, capital punishment, by comparing the attitudes of
students in the United States and China. The authors of the article find that many

Liu / Developing Comparative Criminology and the Case of China 7
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important differences exist between U.S. and Chinese students, providing interesting
insights into understanding the nature of capital punishment in the two countries.

“Drug Problems in China: Recent Trends, Countermeasures, and Challenges”
addresses the task of extending our knowledge of crime in China. The article exam-
ines aspects of drug problems in China, which have become very serious during the
past two decades. Because China plays an important role in transnational drug traf-
ficking, such information about drugs and crime in China is urgently needed.

Conducting case studies in China’s context poses many important methodolog-
ical challenges. The last paper, “Criminological Research in Contemporary China:
Challenges and Lessons Learned From a Large-Scale Criminal Victimization Survey,”
illustrates the difficulties Western researchers are likely to experience by explaining
how these difficulties are overcome in their National Science Foundation–supported
victimization survey in Tianjin, China.

Conclusion

Comparative criminology, although long acknowledged as important by many, has
not had a satisfactory development. Its centrality in criminology has not been recog-
nized and accepted. The practice of using nations as the unit of analysis and related
data problems have been among the most important obstacles to its development.
To develop comparative criminology today, we must recognize the central position of
comparative criminology and take a more productive methodological approach to
overcome the limitations of past research, which has not paid adequate attention to
non-Western countries. The special issue addresses these limitations.

Current global development provides a great opportunity for a more productive
comparative criminology. Globalization has heightened the need to understand the
world. Academia and the public are more interested than ever in global perspectives
and information about other countries, and growing transnational crime challenges
criminology to become more international. With a better understanding of the nature
and methods involved in its research, we look forward to a promising and produc-
tive era in comparative criminology.
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