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Abstract of Thesis 

A Study of the Impact of Crime Shows on Contemporary Criminal Investigations  

Crime shows are extremely prevalent in current television programming.  The popularity 

of these shows has created what is commonly referred to as “the CSI Effect.”  This effect 

argues that crime shows cause viewers to have skewed expectations regarding criminal 

investigation and prosecution.  This research looked specifically at the CSI Effect and 

how it has affected the way law enforcement officials do their jobs.  The purpose of this 

thesis was to determine if and/or how crime shows have influenced contemporary 

criminal investigations.  This research took a qualitative research approach based on 

grounded theory.  Fifteen, semi-structured, face-to-face interviews were conducted with 

individual police officers to examine what influences crime shows have had on their 

profession.  Participants were asked 14 questions related to crime shows and their work 

experience.  Once participant responses had been coded and analyzed, it was determined 

that police-work is very case specific and officer dependent.  Participants acknowledged 

that each situation they deal with is different than the next; therefore, at times they were 

unable to provide exact answers to questions.  This study found that crime shows do 

influence law enforcement and contemporary investigation.  The type and severity of the 

influence was inconclusive.  Overall, this thesis argues that more research needs to be 

conducted regarding the impact crime shows have had on current policing.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

Due to its around-the-clock programming, the media continually influences its viewers 

(Ostertag, 2010).  Programs such as the news, sitcoms, and crime shows, are all easily 

accessible at any time of the day.  Regardless of whether the shows are fictional or non-

fictional, these sources of entertainment can all influence the individuals watching them.   

In recent years, crime-based television shows have made quite an impression on 

viewers.  In 2000, with the introduction of the television show Crime Scene Investigation 

(CSI) based in Las Vegas, there came an increasing public interest in the forensic and 

investigative fields (IMBd, 2013).  Since then two more CSI shows were introduced 

(Miami and New York) as well as countless other crime based television shows.  

This increased interest and popularity among the CSI shows is said to have caused 

what is commonly referred to as “the CSI Effect” (Dutelle, 2006).  That is, these shows 

have caused viewers to want more forensic evidence in investigations and those same 

viewers expect scientific miracles when solving cases.  People want a quick and 

forensically-based solution to a crime, but realistically what is seen on these crime shows 

is mostly fictional.  Though some of the investigative methods actually exist, they are not 

accurately depicted within the shows.  Scientific evidence is not as easily obtained as 

these crime shows suggest.  This causes people to expect more forensic evidence in real 

investigations because crime shows make it seem commonplace to find blood or hair at 

the crime scene.  While this effect was named directly after the three CSI shows, the 

basic premise of the CSI Effect can be seen with any crime-based television show.  

The CSI Effect has been researched and a debate of whether or not this effect 

truly exists can be found in the criminological literature on this topic.  Some speculate 



 

 
2

that it is real and so is its influence, others would suggest that the influence is only minor, 

and some believe that in comparison to other factors the CSI Effect holds no real 

influence.  While the precise influence that the CSI effect has is undetermined, prior 

research tends to focus on the CSI Effect and its relationship with the public and the court 

system.  Crime show viewers are potential jurors, and their preconceived notions on how 

criminal investigations should go based on what they have learned from crime-based 

television shows can influence their deliberations.  

Few studies have focused on the CSI Effect and its influence on law enforcement 

officials and contemporary criminal investigations.  It is imperative that this research be 

conducted so that it can contribute to the general body of knowledge regarding the CSI 

Effect and its potential ramifications.  Research needs to be conducted on the influence 

the CSI Effect has on contemporary criminal investigations and the criminal justice field.  

What viewers see on these shows is not an accurate representation of real-life criminal 

investigation capabilities.  Studies need to focus on the viewer expectations of 

contemporary criminal investigation that come about as a result of the glamourized 

Hollywood criminal investigations seen on television.  

The CSI Effect can impact the criminal justice system in different ways.  First, it 

can impact the public’s feelings toward police officers and their conduct of 

investigations.  This study suggests that these unreal investigative expectations generated 

from crime shows cause viewers to perceive the police unfavorably. Crime show viewers 

may develop a negative view towards law enforcement because real life investigations 

capabilities and results do not mirror what is seen on television.  
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A second impact of the CSI Effect can be on police officers themselves.  It is 

imperative to look at the influence of the CSI Effect and crime-based television shows 

from a law enforcement perspective.  This research focuses on law enforcement officials 

and how they believe crime shows have influenced their investigative work.  In order to 

analyze this influence, it is necessary to speak to police officers about whether or not 

these crime shows have caused the public to critique or commend their investigative 

skills and methods.    

  The purpose of this research is to examine the influence crime shows have on the 

investigative process and contemporary policing through qualitative face-to-face 

interviews with law enforcement officials.  It will examine what effect crime television 

shows have had on contemporary criminal investigations.  These interviews will gather 

information from police officers about their methods of investigation and interactions 

with the public in their daily work.  Participants will be asked specifically about these 

crime shows and whether or not they feel that the subject matter of the shows is 

influential or detrimental to how the public sees them and their investigative processes.  

 My research has determined that the CSI Effect and crime show influences are 

key components of the public’s view of police and contemporary investigations, and that 

it may have led to dissatisfaction with contemporary investigative practices.  However, it 

is important to acknowledge that other factors influence societal attitudes toward law 

enforcement.  These factors include current events, race and prior interaction with law 

enforcement.  Therefore, all of these factors must be considered before a definitive 

conclusion can be drawn on this issue. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 
To understand changes in the of the public’s perception of law enforcement and the 

impact of these changes, it is important to look at the individual factors that generate 

public opinion.  By analyzing the factors that influence public opinion, we can attempt to 

understand what impact they have and assess whether they have caused the public to 

view law enforcement unfavorably.  Once this is understood, we can try to address those 

specific causes of dissatisfaction to improve the everyday citizen-law enforcement 

relationship.  A good place to start this analysis is to survey the existing literature on this 

topic. 

In modern day society, the role law enforcement plays can be seen as a “necessary 

evil.”  The police are employed to protect and serve the public, yet at the same time they 

are expected to arrest, detain and take away the freedom of individuals (Cao, Stack, & 

Sun, 1998).  They serve a dual purpose that at times can be seen as contradictory.  The 

history of our nation also exemplifies how the police can be seen as both a good and evil 

force simultaneously.  Bridenball and Jesilow (2008) found that law enforcement 

involvement in the civil unrest during the last several decades has caused people to be 

wary of the police and their profession.  The police were involved in the oppression of 

certain individuals during that time and animosity between those races and the police still 

exist today.  

Several recent police-involved incidents have also caused the public to distrust the 

police.  The deaths of Eric Garner in New York (July 17th, 2014) and Michael Brown in 

Missouri (August 9th, 2014) have been widely publicized and debated.  It has been 

suggested that these unfortunate incidents are due to racial profiling and excessive use of 
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force among police officers. Incidents like these cause the public to distrust the police 

and question their motives  (Natarajan, 2014).  

Public perception toward law enforcement is largely shaped by prior interaction 

with law enforcement.  Citizens who have interacted with the police in a positive manner 

are more likely to hold favorable views toward law enforcement, whereas those 

individuals who have had negative encounters with the police tend to view law 

enforcement in an unfavorable way (Sullivan, 2005).  Negative encounters could include 

(but are not limited to) being arrested by police, being a suspect in a case, or even being a 

victim that feels as though they were not treated properly.  Cheurprakobkit (2000) also 

found that individuals who initiate contact with the police tend to view law enforcement 

more favorably than individuals whose interactions with the police were initiated by law 

enforcement themselves.  Therefore, individuals who contact the police for help with an 

issue they need resolved tend to like the police more than individuals who are pulled over 

or stopped and questioned regarding criminal activity.  

Interactions initiated by law enforcement occur more frequently in areas of high 

crime.  Due to the increased crime in these areas more police presence is required, and 

because the crime rates remain high despite the police presence, people in these areas 

believe law enforcement is ineffective.  The residents in these areas believe that the 

police are unable to control the crime and/or unwilling to do anything about it.  As a 

result, citizens that reside in areas where the crime rate is high tend to harbor more 

negative opinions of law enforcement. (Jang, Joo, & Zhao, 2010; Bridenwell & Jesilow, 

2008).  These areas often house many minorities, so consequently African-Americans 

and Hispanics have more unfavorable views of the police while Caucasians have 
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considerably more favorable opinions of law enforcement (Yung-Lien, 2013; Yung-Lien 

& Jihong, 2010; Cheurprakobkit, 2000).  

Similar results can be found in a recent Reason-Rupe public opinion survey.  The 

results of this study were published in an article from January of 2015, after the deaths of 

Michael Brown and Eric Garner.  The author of the article argues that there is much 

distrust towards the police within African-American and Hispanic communities (Estrada, 

2015).  The survey found that 80% of the Caucasian respondents had a positive view of 

the police, while only 52% of African-American and 51% of Hispanic participants had a 

positive view towards law enforcement.  Additionally, the survey found that 53% of 

Caucasians believed that all members of society are treated equally in the law 

enforcement system, however 82% of African-Americans and 62% of Hispanics believe 

that white members of society are treated better (Estrada, 2015).  

While some research demonstrates that certain races are more likely to dislike law 

enforcement more than others, Wells (2007) found that most citizens, despite their racial 

background, will exhibit more favorable opinions toward law enforcement and their 

duties when the police act in a kind and fair manner.  The public is more likely to 

cooperate and comply with law enforcement when they feel they are being treated justly.  

This willingness to cooperate in exchange for fair treatment exists whether the police or 

the individual initiate the interaction.  Citizens will display more respect toward law 

enforcement if respect is first displayed towards them.  

While it is important to understand public perception towards the police on a 

societal level, it is worth noting that these perceptions can also be very individualistic 

(Cheurprakobkit, 2000; Dobryninas et al., 2012).  An individual’s morals and belief 



 

 
7

system can greatly influence how a person feels about the criminal justice system and its 

enforcers.  This individualistic belief system regarding what is just and unjust is based on 

prior personal experiences and exposures.  This concept of prior incidents with and/or 

exposures to law enforcement can be directly related to Merton’s theory of self-fulfilling 

prophecy.  Introduced in 1948, Merton’s theory argues that if an individual believes 

something, whether true or not, he or she can influence the outcome of a particular 

situation based on their initial belief (Biggs, 2009).  What a person sees and goes through 

involving the criminal justice system consequently determines their feelings toward law 

enforcement practitioners. 

Some findings indicate that the public, or at least segments of the public, tend to 

have a negative perception toward law enforcement. Other research has found that the 

police are actually well regarded by a majority of the public (Schafer, 2005).  A study of 

50 nations involving over 69,000 participants found that how a country is governed is 

directly correlated to the amount of support the law enforcement there receives (Cao et 

al., 2012).  Despite the inner issues between citizens and police in the United States, 

studies show overall increased confidence levels toward our law enforcement.  

Furthermore, Worrall (1999) suggests that the public and the police could co-exist in 

harmony.  Worrall (1999) stresses the idea that a working relationship must exist between 

the public and the police for law enforcement to properly serve the public and for the 

public to be satisfied with their service. 

How individuals perceive law enforcement is extremely important in developing a 

working relationship between the public and the police.  Without a mutual understanding 

of each other, any negative interactions or views that the public has had with the police 
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will generate mistrust towards law enforcement.  This mistrust could potentially lead to 

questioning the actions and testimony of the police and more reliance upon forensically 

based evidence.  While police officers take a vow to be honest and truthful in their 

testimony, if the public holds a poor view regarding officers, they are more likely to want 

to see concrete scientifically-backed evidence rather than an officer’s account of 

situations.  

In addition to prior interaction with law enforcement, research has shown that the 

media plays a very significant role in determining public opinions of the police.  The 

media has a very profound impact on cultural norms and behaviors.  The around-the-

clock availability of news programming provides constant exposure to a negative side of 

society (Gilliam & Iyengar, 2000).  People crave predictability within a chaotic world, 

but what news viewers fail to realize is that stories that make the news are usually 

negative in nature and must be unusual enough to publicize (Ostertag, 2010).  Because of 

the repetition of these stories in the media, viewers may accept these stories as 

commonplace and form opinions toward society based on what they see portrayed on the 

news.  These stories do not realistically represent daily life and viewers should not accept 

what is seen on the news as socially normal behavior.  

Law enforcement activity, particularly in the news, is shown regularly, and this 

exposure to law enforcement activities contributes to viewers’ opinions towards the 

police and their actions.  Dowler and Zawilski (2007) found that the news often displays 

instances of police officer wrongdoing, and the individuals that watch the news regularly 

tend to view the police in a negative fashion.  When the public sees stories of police 

misconduct, they may tend to believe that the police are regularly engaging in delinquent 
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behavior.  Many of the highly publicized examples of law enforcement misconduct over 

the years have caused the public to hold a negative view towards the police and 

consequently how they do their job.  This unfavorable view towards the police makes it 

difficult for the police to return to good graces within the public because citizens are less 

likely to actually utilize law enforcement assistance when they believe the police are not 

doing their job properly (Brown & Benedict, 2002).   

The deaths of Michael Brown and Eric Garner (as well as the public turmoil 

aftermath) received significant media coverage.  These events have caused severe public 

discontent and caused citizens to be very wary of the police and their motives (Estrada, 

2015).  While it has been suggested that these events cause the public to view law 

enforcement unfavorably, it is unknown “if the recent events in Ferguson, Missouri and 

New York City will serve as building blocks or stumbling blocks to improvement” with 

regard to the public’s perception of the police (Bowman, 2015).  

While the news is responsible for some negative public opinions on law 

enforcement, other types of media also hold some influence on determining societal 

norms and behaviors.  Particularly, Callanan and Rosenberger (2011) found that crime 

television shows significantly influence the public’s perception of law enforcement 

officers.  In some cases, these crime shows promote an increase in the public’s 

confidence levels regarding policing, which in turn promotes support for law enforcement 

and their abilities.  However, any prior personal contact with the police will have a 

greater influence on a person’s opinion toward law enforcement than the positive impact 

viewing these shows can have.  Individuals who have previously been arrested will still 

view the police with less confidence despite the positive influence of crime shows.  
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Other research has found that crimes shows actually have an adverse effect on the 

viewers and how they portray law enforcement (Giles, 2002).  The fictional characters on 

the shows depict law enforcement in such a way that viewers’ perceptions of the police 

are severely distorted.  People who actively watch crime television shows are more likely 

to believe that they depict real life law enforcement personnel and procedure (Hayes & 

Levett, 2013).  This influences the public perception toward law enforcement and 

becomes problematic because law enforcement duties cannot be accurately shown and/or 

completed within a half hour or an hour-long show timeframe.  These shows promote 

unrealistic law enforcement expectations among the viewers because they cause the 

viewers to expect the same kind of methods and results seen on television in real life 

investigations. 

The influence the various media forms have on societal norms and attitudes has 

consequences.  Viewers are exposed to a never-ending cycle of media, and that media 

becomes part of a daily routine for most people.  According to Nielsen TV Ratings, as 

cited by the NY Times by Hinckley (2014), the average American watches five hours of 

television a day.  In addition to the time spent watching television, it has also been found 

that people spend approximately 1.72 hours a day on various social media sites (Bennett, 

2015).  This continuous exposure to the influence of media causes society to develop a 

false sense of reality (Ostertag, 2010).  What is portrayed in the media is usually the 

exception to what is happening in our society, not the everyday occurrence.  Exceptions 

spark public interest and people enjoy hearing about them, but because these stories are 

not typical, the public may develop a skewed, and possibly negative, perception of 



 

 
11

society.  Viewers accept these atypical happenings as everyday occurrences, which in 

turn negatively affects their views toward society.  

Negative perceptions of law enforcement can have potentially detrimental 

ramifications.  If the public has no confidence in the police and how they exercise their 

authority, citizens are less likely to utilize law enforcement services.  This generates a 

continuing cycle of criminal activity; the police are needed, but due to the public’s 

negative feelings toward law enforcement, the police are not being summoned, therefore 

the crime cannot be stopped.  Also, if the public possesses unrealistic expectations of law 

enforcement and their capabilities, they will continually be dissatisfied with policing.  To 

combat this dissatisfaction, the public would benefit from an understanding of law 

enforcement limitations.  

People must understand that the fictional characters portrayed in crime television 

shows are not accurate depictions of law enforcement officials.  That misrepresentation 

can have an adverse affect on the viewers (Giles, 2002; Thomas, 2007).  People who 

actively watch crime television dramas are more likely to believe that the shows depict 

real law enforcement procedure and personnel (Hayes & Levett, 2013).  This belief that 

crime shows mirror contemporary investigations becomes problematic in the real world 

of policing when viewers think they understand the investigative process based on what 

they have observed from the shows.  When viewers are not seeing the same types of 

investigations or results in real life that they have observed on the shows, those 

discrepancies cause the viewers to regard law enforcement unfavorably.   

The issue of unrealistic expectations sparked the evolution of what is known as 

the “CSI Effect.” The CSI Effect is based on the notion that the media, specifically crime 
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shows, can influence the public’s opinions and attitudes towards the law and its practices 

(Podlas, 2006).  In these shows forensic related evidence is found in almost every 

episode.  As a result, viewers of crime shows are conditioned to believe that forensic 

evidence is always obtained and the suspect is always caught.  Due to this crime show 

conditioning, viewers are more inclined to expect the presence of forensic evidence in a 

modern-day investigation.  When these viewers serve as jurors on a criminal case, they 

take the expectations they have from watching crime shows to the courtroom with them 

(Ghoshby, 2007).  These viewers believe that the investigation and evidence finding is 

quick, simple, and easily attainable.  In actuality, the process is quite complex and 

lengthy.  Often times the methods used in television investigations do not actually exist. 

Collecting and analyzing evidence takes times and it is difficult.  Although certain types 

of advanced technology exist regarding evidence collection, the futuristic methods 

portrayed on television are not real.  Viewers may expect evidence that the investigations 

are simply incapable of gathering.  

Through the illusion of crime shows and the ease with which they gather, submit, 

and analyze forensic evidence, viewers tend to be consistently disappointed with the real 

investigative processes.  Viewers are unsatisfied with the success rate of real life 

investigations and with the amount of time it takes to complete a criminal investigation 

(Stephens, 2007).  Crime shows have caused the viewers to see the investigative process 

as something simplistic.  Viewers believe a case can be opened and successfully closed 

with the collection of forensic evidence within a 30 to 60 minute timeframe.  

What crime show viewers fail to recognize regarding real criminal investigations 

is that forensic evidence must first exist in order for it to be collected.  The crime scene 
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itself must actually contain the necessary scientific evidence.  If the evidence does not 

exist or if it is not usable, it cannot be introduced in trial (DiFonzo & Stern, 2007).  

Due to the increased expectations of forensic evidence in criminal cases among 

crime show viewers, more evidence than ever is being collected and submitted to crime 

labs for processing (Stephens, 2007).  Evidentiary items that were once seen as unhelpful 

or as a waste of time and money to collect are now all being gathered and submitted in an 

attempt to meet these evidence expectations.  To combat these expectations, crime labs 

are being bombarded with evidence and requests that the labs previously would not have 

received (Cooley, 2007).  This influx of evidence submission creates a large backlog 

within the crime labs and creates a longer turnaround time for results (Stephens, 2007).   

The larger issue associated with the CSI Effect is the potential for jurors to render 

verdicts based on the unrealistic information they see on crime shows.  It is believed that 

jurors bring these misconceptions of the criminal justice system into the courtroom with 

them, and those misunderstandings may cause them to render inappropriate verdicts 

(Podlas, 2006).  

Some research suggests that the CSI Effect does in fact influence jurors’ decision-

making abilities.  Baskin and Sommers (2010) conducted a survey and found that 

potential jurors who watched three or more hours of crime shows were less likely to 

convict without the support of scientific evidence.  This is consistent with the idea that 

crime show viewers tend to expect crime show results in trial and are unwilling to render 

a guilty verdict in the absence of such results.  

Crime show viewers serving as jurors tend to favor objective-forensic evidence 

over subjective-testimonial evidence, and they will base their decisions on the objective 
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evidence presented (Ghoshby, 2007).  Despite the presence of subjective-testimonial 

evidence in a case, crime show viewers have been programmed to overlook such 

evidence and focus solely on the objective-forensic based evidence presented in court.  

Research also shows a positive relationship between the seriousness of a case and the 

amount of scientifically based evidence the jurors expect in a case (Shelton, Young & 

Barack, 2006).  The more serious a criminal case, the more forensic evidence jurors will 

expect to see presented at trial.  For example, in a rape case jurors may expect to see 

suspect DNA found on the victim and suspect fingerprints collected at the crime scene.  

This proves problematic if the suspect did not leave any identifiable DNA behind and the 

only existing evidence is the victim’s testimony positively identifying the suspect.  

While some research supports the notion that jurors who watch crime based 

television shows unrealistically expect more scientifically based evidence on trial, other 

research goes on to say that these juror expectations are actually quite realistic in nature 

(Feeler, 2014).  Research shows that the influence of the CSI Effect does not result in 

incorrect verdicts, nor does it cause the jurors to possess unrealistic expectations of 

scientific evidence in court.  Feeler (2014) argues that juror expectations are justified and 

warranted given the advanced and modern society we live in.  Hayes and Levett (2013) 

go on to conclude that the more an individual watches these crime shows, the less likely 

they are to believe in the CSI Effect.  Viewers do not see their forensic expectations as 

unjustified, but rather as logical given the advancements in society and modern 

technology available in the investigative process.  Due to the high expectations for 

forensically based evidence, potential jurors that watch these shows could be hesitant to 

convict if no scientific evidence is presented to them.  
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What is more, the absence of this forensic or scientific evidence in contemporary 

investigations may increase negative perceptions toward the police.  Viewers have 

preconceived notions of what evidence to expect and when that evidence is not obtained 

or presented, they may think the investigation was inadequate.  This may cause them to 

believe that law enforcement is not effectively doing their job, and consequently these 

potential jurors may question the police and their investigative work.   

While its true influence remains undetermined at this time, the CSI Effect has 

nevertheless become a significant issue in the criminal justice system and within the 

realm of law enforcement (Wise, 2006).  To what extent the CSI Effect has reached 

jurors remains inconclusive, but it is believed that the types of crime shows being viewed 

could be influential.  A significant difference exists between jurors that view non-

fictional crime documentaries and those that view fictional crime shows (Mancini, 2013).  

A possible explanation for this could be that crime documentaries, while still compressed 

to fit within a half-hour or hour timeframe, depict a more realistic representation of law 

enforcement and contemporary criminal investigations.  

Even though the overall effect of the CSI Effect is still unknown, its presence 

certainly has had an impact on the criminal justice system.  Criminal justice practitioners 

(law enforcement and court officials alike) are now forced to adjust and reevaluate the 

forensic evidence methods being used on trial and in court.  If evidence is not available 

for trial, they are also taking extra steps to explain to the jury why certain evidence is not 

included in the case (Wise, 2006).   This warning should also encompass an explanation 

as to the absence of high-tech scientific evidence.   One of the aspects of the CSI Effect is 

that viewers expect not just scientific evidence, but they expect to see high-tech scientific 
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evidence presented.   On crime shows, these evidentiary items are typically gathered with 

state of the art and often non-existent technology (Schweitzer & Saks, 2007).   This leads 

to more unrealistic expectations on the part of the viewers.  Criminal justice practitioners 

must address and explain these inflated expectations.  

This review of existing literature indicates that there is substantial research on the 

factors that influence public perceptions of law enforcement and on the impact of the CSI 

Effect on citizens and potential jurors.  However, there has not been much research on 

how the CSI Effect impacts law enforcement officers who are conducting investigations.  

Therefore, in this thesis, I have endeavored to examine whether these shows actually 

have an impact on the conduct of law enforcement investigations, and to demonstrate 

how these shows impact police officers and their investigations.  
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Chapter 3: Theoretical Considerations 

To explain how the CSI Effect manifests itself in contemporary criminal investigation, 

the theory of reflection is used as the guiding paradigm for this research. The overall 

sociological theory for this research is the theory of reflection.  The reflection theory 

suggests “cultural products such as literature in some way mirror the social order” 

(Griswold, 1981, p. 740).  Based on this definition the literature of society will be a direct 

reflection of society itself (Albrecht, 1954).  This concept of reflection can be extended to 

include the media.  In our current society people believe that what is displayed in the 

media is a mirror image of what our society is truly composed of.  Viewers also tend to 

believe that the media accurately represents societal norms and values.  This type of 

thinking causes the public to have a distorted perception of what is actually real.  

In regards to criminological theory considerations, the most applicable theory is 

social disorganization theory.  Still sociological in nature, social disorganization theory 

states that an individual’s physical and social environments influence the choices they 

make (Kubrin, 2009).  If an individual is exposed to crime or violence they will be more 

likely to engage in criminal behaviors themselves.  Exposure to these things is almost 

unavoidable in our present day society because the media functions 24 hours a day.  On 

at least one channel at all hours of the day something related to crime can be seen, 

whether it is non-fictional news or a fictional crime related television show.  This can 

encourage individuals to commit crimes because they believe what they are seeing from 

the media are the cultural norms for behaviors.   

Social disorganization theory can also be seen within the concept of the CSI 

Effect.  Individuals that watch these crime based television shows are exposed to the 
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gathering and collection of scientific based evidence in almost every episode and because 

of this exposure they expect the same kind of results in real criminal investigations 

(Dutelle, 2006).  What these viewers see on the shows influences what they believe they 

should be seeing from investigations and in the courtroom.  

 Social learning theory, another popular criminological viewpoint, could be 

connected to the CSI Effect.  Social learning theory argues that social and cultural factors 

impact an individual’s decision-making abilities.  The theory states that people learn 

deviant behavior from their social surroundings (Akers & Jensen, 2006).  This theory is 

relatable to the CSI Effect because it argues that individuals are influenced by their social 

environments, just as television viewers can be influenced by crime shows.  However, 

social learning theory focuses on people’s decisions to commit crimes as a result of their 

surroundings, rather than looking at how their environments impact their views regarding 

the investigation of crimes and the criminal justice system. 
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Chapter 4: Methodology 

I designed and conducted a qualitative study to interview law enforcement personnel on 

their views in regards to the implications crime shows have on contemporary criminal 

investigations.  The purpose of the study is to examine the differences between the 

investigations depicted on crime shows and contemporary criminal investigations.  

The motivation for the current study started when I began working within the 

criminal investigations division of the “Urban Virginia Police Department (UVPD)”.  On 

a typical day at the department our unit would take lunch at or around noon.  We would 

all sit at the lunch table and watch television crime shows while we ate our meals.  The 

two crime shows we typically watched were Law and Order: Special Victims Unit (SVU) 

and CSI: Las Vegas.  As we watched, the detectives and supervisors would comment 

about how unrealistic the shows were.  

 The unrealistic aspects they mentioned were in regards to the 30-minute 

timeframe for solving cases, the technology used on the shows, and the legal aspects of 

police work that the actors do not have to follow.  The officers constantly said that these 

shows made it difficult to effectively do their job because the crime shows do not offer an 

accurate depiction of a modern day criminal investigation.  They argued that crime shows 

cause viewers to have unrealistic expectations of what investigators are actually capable 

of.  They also talked about the “CSI Effect” these shows generate and how rates of 

convictions are becoming lower in court because crime shows always have forensic 

evidence, which is not the case for real crime scenes. 

 All of these lunchtime conversations caused me to wonder just how different 

contemporary criminal investigations really were from the types of investigations 
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depicted in crime television shows.  I wanted to look specifically at what items of 

investigation were inconsistent among modern investigations and crime show 

investigations.  I also wanted to determine if these shows do in fact make it more difficult 

for law enforcement officers to effectively do their jobs.  

For this study I utilized my position as a civilian employee at UVPD to find my 

participants.  UVPD is a police department located in an urban area of Northern Virginia.  

The department has over 300 sworn officers, ranging from patrol officers to detectives to 

captains to the chief of police.  The sworn personnel of UVPD was the target population 

for my research.  Based on the qualitative nature of my study, the results of the interviews 

are not generalizable to anything other than the opinions and thoughts of the participants 

themselves.  While the results will not provide a generalizable foundation for all law 

enforcement personnel, the conclusions drawn will begin to look at what differences exist 

among factual and fictitious criminal investigation and how those differences affect local 

law enforcement personnel.     

At the time I started conducting my research I had been employed with the 

department for roughly six months and had been able to build rapport with several of the 

law enforcement officials that I worked with.  I began conducting my research by 

interviewing two or three detectives that I was close with and at the end of the interviews 

I asked those participants if they knew anyone in the law enforcement field that would be 

beneficial to interview, or if they knew anyone willing to take the time to be interviewed.  

Through this snowball convenience sample, I was able to interview a variety of law 

enforcement officials at various levels within the department, including a lieutenant and 
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deputy chief of police.  All of the interviewees participated voluntarily and with no 

compensation rewarded to them.  

This research took a qualitative approach based on grounded theory.  Being a 

qualitative research design, grounded theory is the most applicable method for the 

collection and analysis of the data.  Developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967), grounded 

theory seeks to develop theory directly from the data that has been collected (Engward, 

2013).  This type of framework is useful when attempting to explain certain social 

phenomenon where prior research is lacking in substance and/or conclusion (Milliken, 

2010).   

Grounded theory was the most appropriate basis for the study because very little 

prior research has been conducted specifically on crime shows and how they affect law 

enforcement personnel.  Due to this lack of research, the results of this study were used to 

develop a theoretical framework on which to base the relationship of crime show 

investigations and contemporary criminal investigations.  This research looks at the CSI 

Effect as it relates to policing and examines the effect crime shows have on law 

enforcement, a concept not previously addressed in pre-existing research.  Using this 

approach, the theory that is consequently developed can be molded from, and to, the data 

collected from the interviews.  

This study consisted of 15-20 face-to-face interviews with various law 

enforcement personnel employed with UVPD.  These interviews were semi-structured in 

nature leaving opportunity for clarification and follow-up questions as needed.  The 

interview schedule consisted of 14 established open-ended questions.  For a full list of 

these questions see Appendix A.  These questions were generated based on specific 
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points that were being examined for the study.  These points included: participant’s 

experience in law enforcement and criminal investigations, familiarity with crime shows, 

and participant views regarding crime shows and the influence these shows have on their 

profession.  The questions focused specifically on technology, law enforcement 

responsibilities, expectations of law enforcement in their duties, and the CSI Effect.  

 All of the interviews were conducted in an office, room, or vehicle at UVPD 

where the door could be shut and there would be potentially no interference; however, 

given the unexpected nature of police work, on a few instances doors remained ajar 

and/or the police radio could be heard in the background.  There was a 60-minute 

timeframe dedicated to each interview.  

Most of the interviews lasted from 20 to 30 minutes, however the duration of the 

interviews ranged from the shortest at seven minutes to the longest at 45 minutes.  

Participation in my study was completely voluntary and some participants chose to 

elaborate and explain in greater detail than others.  

Before I began asking my participants any questions I read over my informed 

consent form with them.  For a complete copy of the consent form, see Appendix B.  The 

consent form included the title and purpose of my study, confidentiality of the subjects 

and any information gathered, it acknowledged that the interview would be audio 

recorded and subsequently deleted once transcribed, and it listed the contact information 

for my thesis advisor and myself.  In an attempt to maintain confidentiality, a signature 

was not required from the participants.  Once the consent form had been read through, I 

asked the interviewees if they had any questions or objections.  After each participant 

approved informed consent I turned on my audio recording device and began the 
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interview (unless audio recording was objected to then the interview was documented 

with extensive notes).  After the conclusion of the interview the participant was given a 

copy of the consent form in case they had any questions or concerns later on.     

 Once the interviews were completed I began the transcription process.  Depending 

on the length of the interview, transcription took between two and 10 hours to complete.  

While transcribing the interviews I noticed distinct and reoccurring trends throughout the 

data gathered.  Once all of the interviews I had completed were transcribed, I felt that I 

had reached the level of saturation where no new and/or different information would be 

gained with more interviews.  

 The data was analyzed and coded using a selective coding method.  Coding was 

centralized around the officer’s level of experience.  The amount of years an officer 

worked, the types of cases/investigations they had experience with, and their knowledge 

of technology and resources are all factors in how they view crime shows and the impact 

the shows have on their line of work.  

Once all of the data was collected and conclusions were drawn, I contacted all the 

participants and had them sign a separate secondary informed consent form allowing me 

to use statements from their interviews in the publication of my thesis.  In order to 

maintain the confidentiality of the participants, these forms were kept in a locked safe in 

my residence.  For a complete copy of the publication form, see Appendix C. 
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Chapter 5: Department Hierarchy  

Throughout the interviews conducted for this paper, there were numerous ranks and titles 

mentioned.  To provide clarification regarding the hierarchy of UVPD, I spoke with 

someone well educated in the dynamics of the department.  They explained the different 

ranks and responsibilities within the police department.  

 The first and lowest rank within the hierarchy is Police Officer.  The Police 

Officer works on the road in patrol, wears a uniform, and “he or she is the one that 

responds to 911 calls” (personal communication, 2014).  The Police Officer is dispatched 

to calls and takes reports when reports are needed.  He or she is “the core of what we do” 

(personal communication, 2014).  

 The rank above Police Officer is Corporal.  There are three types of Corporals 

within UVPD – Agents, Detectives, and Master Police Officers (MPO).  Agents are the 

Corporals that wear a uniform and work on the road in patrol and Detectives are the 

Corporals that work onsite at the department in an investigative capacity (personal 

communication, 2014).  Like Police Officers, Agents also handle 911 calls for service on 

the road, whereas Detectives investigate cases that are initially documented by a Police 

Officer.  A MPO is a secondary title issued to a select few Corporals.  MPO is still the 

same rank as Corporal but they receive a pay premium and are assigned additional duties 

above what a Corporal would typically handle.  

Above Corporal is Sergeant.  The rank of Sergeant is the first line supervisor 

within the department (personal communication, 2014).  The Sergeants are the bosses to 

the Police Officers and Corporals.  Sergeants can either work in uniformed patrol on the 

road or they can work onsite at the department itself.  
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 Lieutenant is the rank directly above Sergeant.  Like Sergeants, Lieutenants can 

either work in the uniformed patrol section or at the department.  On patrol Lieutenants 

are also referred to as the “Watch Commander” (personal communication, 2014).  

 Throughout the interviews I often said the term “when you were on the road.”  

This refers to the time interviewees spent in uniform on patrol.  These ranks include: 

Police Officer, Corporal, Sergeant, and Lieutenant.  

The next rank is Captain.  Captains work primarily onsite at the department.  

Directly above Captains are the Deputy Chiefs, and above the Deputy Chiefs is the Chief 

of Police. 

 Sergeants, Lieutenants, Captains, Deputy Chiefs and the Chief of Police are all 

supervisory positions within UVPD.  
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Chapter 6: Results 

Sixteen interviews were conducted for this research paper and I was able to utilize 15 of 

them in my study.  I was unable to use the 16th interview because the participant was not 

very forthcoming with his answers.  His answers were one or two words and when I 

asked him to elaborate he would not do so.  Consequently, interviewee 16 had the 

shortest interview and I chose not to include that interview in my results because there 

was nothing of value that came about from our interaction. 

 The following subsections will look at each interview question asked and discuss 

the results.  Any commonalities and differences among the results will be identified and 

discussed.  These subsections will also address the relevance of each question posed to 

the interviewees.  

How long have you been in your line of work?  

This question was posed to interviewees to determine the amount of time they had 

spent in a law enforcement environment. 

The participants ranged from having 1 

year of experience all the way up to 37 years in 

law enforcement.  The average amount of years 

on the force was 13.25 years.  Five participants 

had less than five years of experience; two 

participants had between seven and eight years 

of experience; four participants had between 12 and 17.5 years of experience; and four 

participants had been involved in law enforcement for at least 20 years.  

How Long Have You Been in Your Line of Work? 
Interviewee  Experience Current Title  

1 3 years Police Officer  
2 2 years Police Officer  
3 8 years Master Police Officer  
4 14 years Corporal (Agent) 
5 26 years Master Police Officer  
6 25 years Corporal (Detective) 
7 12 years Corporal (Agent) 
8 37 years Deputy Chief  
9 20 years Corporal (Detective) 

10 1 year Police Officer 
11 7 years Corporal (Agent) 
12 17.5 years Lieutenant 
13 12.5 years Sergeant  
14 1.33 years Police Officer 
15 3.5 years Police Officer  

(Figure 1) 
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 One-third of the participants hold the title of Police Officer and they work in 

uniform, on patrol.  Another one-third of the participants are Corporals – three of which 

hold the title of Agent and two of which told the title of Detective.  Two participants are 

known as MPO’s and I also interviewed one Sergeant, one Lieutenant, and one Deputy 

Chief.  Both the Sergeant and the Lieutenant I interviewed still work in uniform within 

the patrol section.  

 See Figure 1 for individual results.  
 
What kind of cases do you typically deal with?  

The types of investigations posed on crime shows typically involve a major or 

violent crime (such as murder or 

sexual assault).  Interviewees 

were asked this question to 

identify the kinds of cases they 

work with.  

Depending on the 

participants’ position, the kinds 

of cases they would deal with 

varied.  Common cases listed 

were larcenies, domestic assault 

and batteries, and robberies.  

 If the participant was or had been assigned to a specific unit their cases would be 

unit specific.  Several participants either were currently in, or had been in the 

What Kind of Cases Do You Typically Deal With? 
Interviewee Cases 

1 
Domestics, larceny from autos, sexual assault, sexual 
battery, fraud, larcenies, traffic 

2 Larcenies, domestics, traffic issue, fights  

3 

Crimes against persons, any death scene: dead on arrival, 
suicide, homicide, sexual assault, crimes against children, 
property crimes, critical accidents 

4 Larcenies, domestics, burglary, robbery, homicides 
5 Burglary, larceny from auto, homicide, rape  

6 

Robberies, assault and batteries, dead on arrivals, 
homicides, stolen or recovered vehicles, larceny from 
auto, rapes, domestics, child molestation 

7 
Street robberies, bank robberies, homicides, non-
domestic assault and batteries, threats, deaths  

8 
Embezzlement, financial crime, contractual fraud - 
administrative investigations, civil investigations  

9 
Violent crimes to people, drugs, prostitution, organized 
crime, crimes against children, sex crimes 

10 

Larcenies, property destruction, drunk in publics, 
domestics, sexual assaults, assault and batteries, tow 
disputes 

11 Fraud, shoplifting, larcenies, credit card theft, domestics  

12 

Street crimes, child abuse, child sexual abuse, truancy, 
petty crimes, fights, gangs, investigate officers, policy 
violations, citizen complaints 

13 
Domestics, robberies, in-progress calls, stabbing, 
shooting, use of force calls, fights, quality of life issues 

14 Domestics, check on the welfares, traffic stops 

15 Quality of life issues, domestics, larcenies, robberies 

(Figure 2) 
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homicide/robbery unit and they would deal with violent crimes, death cases (to include 

dead on arrivals, suicides, homicides), and bank robberies. 

 A few participants had previously belonged to the Special Victims Unit (SVU) 

and they primarily dealt with sex crimes, domestic assault and batteries, and crimes 

against children.  

 A few interviewees also mentioned having to deal with quality of life issues like 

check on the welfare calls and citizen concerns.  

 The patrol sergeant that I interviewed told me that as a supervisor, the kinds of 

cases he now deals with are significantly different from his prior assignments.  As a 

supervisor he investigates department issues with officers, policy violations, and citizen 

complaints.  He longer handles citizen calls for service.  

 The highest-ranking official I interviewed no longer worked in a patrol capacity 

and was not being assigned any cases in his current position. 

 See Figure 2 for individual results.  

How long does it take to survey a crime scene? 

 
Crime shows are condensed in what pieces of the investigation they show because 

they have a small timetable to work with.  This question was asked to see how different 

the amount of time spent surveying a crime scene was on television and in real life.  

All but one participant indicated that the amount of time it takes to survey a crime 

scene is dependent upon specific factors.  The factors include the type of crime, the size 

of the crime scene, the location of the crime scene, and the amount of agents processing 

the scene.  More serious and/or more violent crimes will take longer to survey, whereas 

more minor crimes can be handled in a shorter amount of time and with less effort.  
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Scenes that are larger and/or have multiple crime scenes for one case will take much 

longer than a singular, small scene.  The more manpower dedicated to surveying the 

scene the quicker the process goes.  

 Several interviewees indicated that there was a difference between surveying a 

crime scene and processing a crime scene.  Surveying is the initial encounter with the 

scene where officers try to determine what happened or what they are dealing with.  

Processing the crime scene involves taking pictures, fingerprinting, and gathering DNA 

(if it is a case where DNA is going to be gathered).  

 Several participants indicated that the shortest amount of time it takes to survey a 

crime scene is 10 minutes or less.  Others indicated that the shortest time spent is 

anywhere from 15 to 30 minutes.  

 The longest 

amount of time that the 

participants have spent 

surveying crime scenes is 

anywhere from a few 

hours, to upwards of 12-

16 hours, several days or 

even weeks.  One 

participant said that 

processing the crime 

scene could potentially be 

never-ending if the case is not solved and it becomes a “cold case.”  

How Long Does it Take to Survey a Crime Scene? 
Interviewee Length of Time 

1 A few minutes 

2 
Nothing concrete, depends on the type of crime and the specific 
situation.  

3 
Varies on the scene itself – a lesser crime could take 20 minutes, a 
large scene on average is four hours. 

4 Depends on the complexity of the scene, from 5 minutes to 1-2 hours 

5 

Acknowledged a difference between surveying a scene and 
processing a scene. Surveying takes 10-15 minutes, depending on size 
and severity of the scene. Processing could take days, 3-6 days.  

6 

Depends on the nature of the crime - if outdoor, things need to be 
done immediately but if indoor you can prioritize. Processing the 
scene generally takes a day or day and a half, but it can take weeks.  

7 Depends on the case, from 15-20 minutes to days or weeks.  

8 

Differentiated between surveying and processing a scene. Depending 
on complexity, surveying can takes just minutes or it can take an hour 
or two. The longest processing he has seen has been weeks. 

9 Depends on the scene, 30 minutes to 24 hours possibly 

10 
Has never been directly involved in an extensive crime scene, says 
can range from 2 to 30 minutes but longest seen is 3-5 days  

11 
Depends on complexity of the scene, the longest was 72 hours and the 
shortest 10 minutes. 

12 
Depends on the specific crime, severity of the crime, and the amount 
of agents processing it. It is typically cleared within two hours. 

13 
From 5 minutes to five years or could potentially be never-ending if 
it's a cold case.  

14 Depending on the size of the scene, anywhere from 1 to 3 hours. 
15 Depends on the crime, 15 minutes to 2-4 hours.  

(Figure 3) 
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 One participant stated that they would not be able to narrow down a specific 

timeframe because the crime scene is so variable and circumstantial.   

 See Figure 3 for individual results.  

How often do you receive open and shut cases? 

During the interviews “open and shut” cases were described as instances where 

the evidence is overwhelming and a suspect is identified without question.  This question 

was asked in an attempt to identify how often the interviewees handle cases that can be 

quickly solved.  

 Five respondents were unable to narrow 

down an actual percentage.  One said it occurs 

rather frequently and another stated that “open 

and shut” cases are more common for less 

serious offenses versus cases deemed more 

serious.  Yet another participant said that there 

are no “open and shut” cases in his current 

assignment.  

The participant responses ranged any 

where from 5% to 90% of the time.  Six interviewees indicated that they receive open and 

shut cases approximately 30% of the time or less; the other four respondents indicated 

that they receive “open and shut” cases anywhere from 40% to 90% of the time.  

One respondent indicated that his response was 50% of the time but that is only 

the case when an arrest has been made and the case is deemed closed.  

See Figure 4 for individual results. 

How Often Do You Receive Open and Shut Cases? 
Interviewee Amount of Time  

1 15-20% of the time 

2 
Maybe 50% of the time (when an 
arrest is made and the case is 
closed) 

3 Maybe 25% of the time 
4 Maybe 5% of the time 
5 Maybe 20% of cases 
6 Too variable to put a number on it 
7 Maybe 25-30% of cases 

8 
Unable to identify an amount of 
time 

9 
Nothing is open and shut in his 
current assignment 

10 
Frequently, lots of the cases they 
deal with are closed, there is no 
follow up to do 

11 40% 
12 60% of the time 
13 10% (less than 20%) 
14 80-90% of the time 

15 
More common for the less serious 
crimes, but serious offenses are 
rarely open and shut 

(Figure 4)  
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How often do you find suspect DNA?  

This question was asked because suspect DNA is often found on the scene in 

crime shows.  Interviewees were asked how common it actually was to find suspect DNA 

in their investigations.  

 One respondent said they 

were unable to give an answer in 

regards to suspect DNA.  On the 

other end of the spectrum, three 

interviewees said that the DNA is 

most likely always there, however 

whether or not they attempt to 

collect it is case dependent.  

Sometimes the DNA will not be 

collected because: they do not 

have the permission from the Commonwealth Attorney to collect, it is a monetary issue 

for the department, or the type of scene will not allow for the collection of the DNA.  One 

participant referenced a case they had that was practically solved without DNA so 

therefore DNA collection was not even necessary.  Two interviewees stated that suspect 

DNA is found very rarely.  Other participants indicated that they find it anywhere from 

10% to 50% of the time.  

 One respondent mentioned that she has never dealt with any cases that involved 

DNA, only cases involving fingerprints.  Two other participants discussed finding 

How Often Do You Find Suspect DNA? 
Interviewee Amount of Time  

1 20% 

2 
Referenced major crime scene and said they were 
practically closed shut so DNA collection was not 
necessary 

3 
Would say it is always there but does not know if they can 
put a number on it, because they often will not attempt to 
collect it due to permission and monetary issues  

4 
When it is actively looked for, probably every time, but 
collection depends on the type of scene 

5 
Cannot give an answer. Regarding fingerprints, maybe 
40% of the time; mentions that sometimes even if it's there 
sometime they are unable to collect it  

6 
50/50 you would find suspect DNA at the scene, depends 
on the nature of the incident 

7 Maybe 10-15% but fingerprints go up to 40% 
8 DNA is usually there but collection is situation dependent  
9 Not often 

10 Never been involved with a DNA case, only fingerprints 

11 
The possibility of finding it is there every time, but 
actually checking for it is rare, there are monetary issues 

12 
It is more commonplace now to process for fingerprints 
and DNA 

13 Very rarely, because rarely are you looking for it 
14 25% of the time 

15 
25% of the time, 15% of that it is actually a suspect but 
their prints must already be in the system  

(Figure 5) 
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fingerprints on scene and both indicated that approximately 40% of the time they would 

find fingerprints.  

 See Figure 5 for individual results.  

How long does it take to receive information back from the lab? 

 

 Crime shows depict entire investigations within a 30 to 60 minute timeframe and 

within that timeframe they suggest that information can be received from the forensic 

labs almost instantaneously.  Interviewees were asked this question to determine how 

long it realistically takes to receive information from the lab.  

A majority of the participants stated that the return timeframe from the lab is 

dependent upon a few factors, to include: the priority of the case, backlog of the lab, and 

the lab’s budget.  If the case is assigned priority it can be processed much quicker.  At 

least six of the respondents 

indicated that if there is 

priority assigned to a case, the 

results will be returned 

exponentially faster.  

Information regarding priority 

cases could be received 

anywhere between one and 

three weeks. 

A majority of the 

participants indicated that on 

average it could take three 

How Long Does it Take to Receive Information From Lab? 

Interviewee Length of Time 
1 Three months give or take 

2 
From a few weeks to a month or two because there is a 
backlog issue at the lab 

3 
Depends on the type of case and the level of priority assigned, 
on average it is 2 - 3 months 

4 
Anywhere from a few weeks to 6 months, depending on how 
busy they are  

5 
For DNA routinely 2 -3 months but if it is priority it could be 
a week or two. It also depends on the lab’s budget 

6 
If it's prioritized it may be a few weeks, if the lab is busy it 
may take 4 weeks. For anything lower priority 8-10 weeks on 
average 

7 
It depends on the type of crime but even with something high 
priority you may wait a few of weeks. Fingerprints are quicker 
because they can be done "in house" 

8 
Did not have an answer, acknowledged it is not a speedy 
process and depends on priority  

9 
It is case specific, could take months or even upwards of a 
year. If prioritized it may be 3 months 

10 Little experience with it but thinks it is roughly 2 to 3 months 

11 
Shortest wait they have had is month and a half and the 
longest wait is five months or more 

12 
Depends on the severity of the crime and the backlog of the 
lab, with a rush on it, maybe 2 to 3 weeks 

13 
Rule of thumb, 3 to 6 months unless priority, and then it could 
be as short as 2 weeks. Results are based on how busy the lab 
is and the priority level of the evidence 

14 3 to 5 months, it is never quick 
15 3 to 5 months for drugs and 1 to 2 months for a gun case 

(Figure 6) 
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months to get information back from the lab, give or take two or three months.  The 

longest time a participant stated that they waited to hear from the lab was six months.  

One interviewee indicated that fingerprints are processed much quicker within 

UVPD because they have an “ID” section within their own department.  Instead of 

having to send fingerprints to the lab, they are able to submit fingerprints “in house.” 

See Figure 6 for individual results.  

How often do you find the weapons involved in the commission of crimes? 

Crime shows almost always depict serious crimes that have some sort of weapon 

involved in the commission of said crime.  This question was asked in the interviews to 

determine the frequency weapons are found in contemporary criminal investigations.   

Two participants indicated that they have had either little or no experience with 

weapons so far in their law enforcement career.  Another three participants stated that 

weapons are rarely found.  One participant said that in her current position she doesn’t 

actively go searching for the weapons.   

 A few interviewees discussed the term “weapons” and stated that it does not just 

include traditional weapons such a guns or knives.  Weapons can also be “personal 

weapons,” which are the hands or feet of the suspects.  When personal weapons are 

involved, the weapons will be found when the suspect is found.  

 There was a large discrepancy among the participants about the percentage of 

time weapons are found, the results ranged from 5% of the time up to 60%.  Two 

respondents stated that it is often difficult to find the weapons because suspects 

frequently ditch it while they are fleeing from the scene.  One participant made reference 

to guns, specifically saying that guns are not likely to be left behind because the suspect 
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spent time and money to procure that weapon and to dispose of it would be a waste for 

them.  

Another participant said that finding the weapon is actually very common because 

a lot of the weapons used are spontaneous items (example: bottles or stones) that are 

grabbed and left behind after they have served their purpose.  

Two of the interviewees indicated that it is difficult to find weapons because of 

UVPD’s location.  UVPD is located near multiple jurisdictions and it does not take long 

for a suspect to travel across the jurisdictional area and outside of UVPD limits.  

 
A participant that is directly involved in the processing of crime scenes said that 

when patrol officers respond to a scene and there is a weapon, such as a gun, they first 

and foremost have to make sure they secure that weapon for officer safety.  Officer safety 

comes before the possible contamination of evidence that could occur as a result of an 

officer touching the weapon before it is processed.  

See Figure 7 for individual results.  

How Often Do You Find Weapons? 
Interviewee  Percentage 

1 Not very often, unless you find the person that committed the crime with the weapon. Unless they ditched it 
2 Limited experience with weapons  

3 
Does not find weapons in her position, the road officers are the ones that respond and look for weapons. Most 
times weapons are people’s hands. When other weapons are found, they have to be secured for officer safety 
which may compromise their integrity 

4 Differentiated between personal weapons and others, for other weapons they're found maybe 5%  
5 20-30/35% of the time. Guns are typically taken and things that have been bloodied are left behind 
6 Depends on the nature of the crime but maybe 50-60% 
7 It is rare 
8 It varies 
9 Weapons can be anything and they find them at least 50% of the time  

10 
Has not dealt with any cases involving weapons but a lot of times personal weapons are used so the weapon is 
found when the suspect is found 

11 
Actually pretty common because weapons can be spontaneous items within reach and if it is a crime of passion 
so the item is left behind. There is no pre-planning on how to dispose of it 

12 
Half the time the weapon is found, and that increases if the suspect is found. Could possibly find it later is a 
search warrant is done 

13 
A third of the time it is found. Gun may be at scene, on the suspect, or thrown somewhere in the process of the 
suspect fleeing. Canine is a useful tool 

14 
*Does not provide direct answer* - but typically criminals are gone before they have a chance to find it. He 
touches on the location of his jurisdiction and the short distance criminals have to travel to be outside of it 

15 Almost never because criminals can travel outside of the jurisdiction very quickly 
(Figure 7) 
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How do the computer databases work? 

 This question was posed to interviewees in an attempt to explain how the 

databases shown on television are used in a real, contemporary investigation.  

 Two participants said that they do not use the databases in their current positions.  

Other participants referenced the following databases throughout the interviews: “AFIS” 

– Automated Fingerprint Identification System, “NOVARIS” – Northern Virginia 

Regional Identification System, “NCIC” – National Crime Information Center, “VCIN” – 

Virginia Criminal Identification Network, “LinX” – Law Enforcement Information 

Exchange, “EPIC” – El Paso Intelligence Center, Carfax, and social media sites.  

Four respondents discussed utilizing AFIS within their duties.  They explained 

that AFIS is a regional database (Washington D.C., Maryland, and Virginia) and a tool 

How Do Computer Databases Work? 
Interviewee Explanation  

1 
AFIS is a law enforcement tool that you can use to help to determine a person's identity, but only in the 
DC/MD/VA area 

2 To utilize AFIS their prints must already be in the system otherwise there will be no return  
3 Does not use them directly in her unit 
4 They submit fingerprints to the "in house" ID unit. They do not really use CODIS or AFIS machine  

5 
Does not use them directly in his unit. AFIS is used when someone is giving you no information or false 
information and you want to find out who they are but to effectively utilize it their prints must already in the 
system). NOVARIS is the regional version of the fingerprint database 

6 
For the databases, returns are based off of what information has been previously input, things are resubmitted 
every six months and referenced against all new information to attempt to identify a suspect. 

7 
VCIN - Virginia database for stolen items or misdemeanors. NCIC - national database and felonies. 
NOVARIS is for fingerprints and CODIS is for DNA. AFIS is only useful if information already exists in the 
system for a previous arrest  

8 
They provide information that was previously not known. He mentions three significant changes that 
influenced databases - 1. Automatic fingerprint identification, 2. Development of DNA, and 3. Development 
of such things as LinX. 

9 They are all resources used to narrow down a suspect to complete an investigation 

10 
NCIC/VCIN - used to run a vehicle tag or to try and determine if someone is wanted. LinX has information 
on individuals that can be helpful in writing a report or trying to identify someone 

11 
They are resources for a current investigation and they provide a pool of information regarding persons of 
interests. It is like networking between jurisdictions to obtain information 

12 
It is information provided from multiple jurisdictions. He mentions that there's so much information coming 
from these databases that it's almost too much information to process 

13 
NCIC/VCIN are run by the FBI. There are hundreds of different databases that provide assistance to law 
enforcement. Jurisdictions place information into these databases for other jurisdictions to have access to 

14 
Speaks on obtaining information from social media sites like twitter, instagram, and kick. He utilizes RMS 
local which is specific to UVPD. He also uses LinX which can identify associates and cars possibly driven by 
the person being investigated 

15 
LinX is extremely useful, it provides pictures and allows you to narrow down a suspect but it is a regional 
database so it’s limited. Carfax is a tool used by auto detectives. EPIC (El Pasa Intelligence Center) is a 
national database Facebook assists a lot of the specialty units with their investigations 

(Figure 8) 
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they have to help determine someone’s identity, but it is only useful if the subject has 

been previously arrested and their fingerprints already exist within the system.  Two 

participants reference using NOVARIS, the regional fingerprint database.  

Three participants mentioned NCIC/VCIN.  This database is used most 

commonly when dealing with people or vehicles but it can also be used to run serial 

numbers for items that are suspected to be stolen.  

Numerous participants mentioned using LinX.  LinX is a database that can 

provide a significant amount of information regarding a person, a vehicle, or even 

something as minimal as a phone number.  One participant said that LinX can be used to 

identity possible associates for a person and another participant said she utilized it to 

simply obtain demographic information for an individual.  

It was also mentioned that EPIC, Carfax, and various social media sites are all 

sources for investigation.  No participant acknowledged using “CODIS” – Combined 

DNA Index System, but one explained that it is a DNA database.  

 See Figure 8 for individual results.  

How long do interviews typically take? 

 

 Interviews on crime shows are very short and compact, at maximum they may be 

shown for a few minutes.  Interviewees were asked this question to establish how long 

interviews can realistically take.  

Every participant said that the lengths of interviews ranges, but three said the 

range depends specifically on the crime in question.  One participant said that the primary 

officer on the scene will ask “roadside questions” about what happened, but they do not 

consider that an interview.  They believe the interview happens when a detective gets 
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involved.  Another participant considers the “roadside questions” to actually be a 

“roadside interview” which can last approximately 10 to 15 minutes.  

The shortest interview that can be conducted is an interview where the defendant 

“lawyers up” and that could be over within 30 seconds.  Participants indicated that 

shorter interviews could last anywhere from five minutes to 30 minutes, while longer 

interviews have a wider range of time from an hour all the way up to 16 hours in some 

instances.  

A few respondents mentioned that during longer interviews, the suspect must be 

treated humanely.  He or she must be provided with food, water, and bathroom breaks 

when necessary.   

A few participants indicated that the cooperation level of the suspect and the 

person conducting the interview are both factors in determining the length of an 

interview.  A cooperative suspect is likely to talk more and therefore have a longer 

How Long Do Interviews Typically Take? 
Interviewee Length of Time 

1 From 20 minutes to an hour and a half possibly  

2 
Depends on the crime - could be anywhere from 5 minutes to a few of hours. The cooperation level of the 
interviewee is also a factor in interview length 

3 
Primary officer will ask "roadside questions" to determine what we're dealing with and a detective does what 
they would consider an interview - that could be several hours long 

4 
Ranges depending on the crime itself, it may take 5 minutes or with something more complex it may take a few 
hours 

5 
Interviews on the road are typically 10 to 30 minutes long. As a detective interviews can be 90 minutes to six 
hours unless the suspect lawyers up. During longer interviews they must provide the suspect with the basic 
necessities  

6 
If they want to speak to their attorney it will be 30 seconds. Others can go as long as 12, 14, or 16 hours as long 
as you treat that interviewee humanely. The more cooperative the individual the longer the interview 

7 Ranges from 30 seconds to anywhere from 2 to 5 hours.  

8 
It depends - sometimes they will last seconds. The longest they know of was 6 or 7 hours. People will just 
continue to talk once they have started 

9 On average between 30 minutes and 3 hours, unless the defendant lawyers up 
10 A minimum of 15 minutes but could go upwards of five hours 
11 The longest they have seen is 14/15 hours long, but most are typically 20-30 minutes long - possibly an hour 

12 
Typically speaking it could take 2 to 3 hours, it depends on how cooperative they are and on the detective doing 
the interviewing - some detectives take exponentially longer than others 

13 
Every interaction is technically an interview and the more serious the crime, the longer the interview will be. 
They usually last 15-20 minutes but they can take up to 12 hours 

14 
He does not do much interviewing, more so just basic interactions with people. Interviewing is someone else's 
job 

15 It takes roughly 10-15 minutes to conduct a roadside interview, a detective may have a different view on the time 
(Figure 9) 
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interview.  Depending on the interviewer, some people have a concise interview style 

while others have a more drawn out approach. 

 See Figure 9 for individual results.  

Does the good cop/bad cop method exist? 

 The “good cop, bad cop” method of investigation is commonly depicted on crime 

shows (where one police officer is more kind and understanding while the other is more 

stern and unforgiving).  The participants were asked this question to determine how 

realistic the method is.  

 Every participant but one indicated that the good cop/bad cop method does exist.  

The remaining interviewee is new to law enforcement and she was unsure whether the 

method existed or not, she did however state that some officers just happen to fall into 

certain roles because of their personalities but not necessarily because of this method. 

 One participant explained that the good cop/bad cop method is actually a 

psychological tool used within law enforcement.  People want to relay their side of the 

story but they want to speak to someone they are comfortable with.  The participants 

indicated that this method is not preplanned or even intentional, officers merely end up 

falling into certain roles.  Some interviewees also mentioned that this method is used 

rarely, but when it is used it is effective so long as it is believable.  

 A few of the participants indicated that the method is dependent upon the suspect 

developing a relationship with either the “good cop” or the “bad cop”.  One participant in 

particular said that both roles are capable of obtaining confessions.  For example, he 

references interviewing a suspect for a child rape case.  The good cop can side with the 

suspect and tell them that they understand to obtain a confession because the suspect gets 
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comfortable with them.  On the other hand, the bad cop can enter the interview room and 

start yelling at the suspect and the suspect may say that detective does not understand 

what he likes sexually and that could be considered at least some admission of guilt.  

 One respondent says that he actually embodies both roles within himself.  He 

begins at the good cop until he learns there is criminal activity afoot and then he switches 

to the bad cop role.  

 See Figure 10 for individual results. 

 
Is deceit used in interviews? 

 

Participants were asked this question to determine if deceitfulness is a tool when 

conducting interviews for investigations.  

Does the Good Cop/Bad Cop Method Exist? 
Interviewee Explanation 

1 It is used, just not often. Two officers need to be on the same page for the method to be effective 

2 
It is used but just not intentionally. They do not establish which officer plays which role, people just happen to have 
different routines 

3 It is not planned or intended on the road, but she cannot speak for the detectives in the interrogation room 
4 Used rarely and if someone is not being cooperative 

5 
It is used but it is not done intentionally. Different people have different strategies, the suspect will develop a 
relationship with one or the other because they can identify with that person easier  

6 It exists and it' is effective 

7 
She doesn't know if she has ever used it but has seen it work with other co-workers. The suspect may relate more to 
one of the detectives and build a relationship with them where they are comfortable confessing 

8 
It does exist. It is a psychological tool used within law enforcement but also in many other realms. People want to 
tell their story, but they want to tell if to someone they are comfortable with. It is an effective tool but it has to be 
believable 

9 
It is used, differently today than it was in the past. They no longer beat people into a confession and the roles are 
based on the officers’ personalities  

10 
She was unsure if the method exists but did mention that there are certainly police officers that play the specific 
roles based on their personalities. She also mentioned that people react to her differently because she is a female 

11 It does exist but it is not necessarily implemented intentionally. Partners will play off of each other naturally 

12 
It does happen, he typically plays the good guy role and he will work off of someone’s reason and emotion to make 
it effective 

13 

It is a good technique, it's a manipulation technique and it happens naturally. As the good cop you can play off of 
the crime to get a confession from the suspect (i.e. sex crimes, saying you understand why he would be attracted to 
that 12 year old) but at the same time the bad cop could yell at them and out of anger/fear the suspect could utter 
something that shows his guilt (i.e. you don't understand what I like) 

14 
It does exist but it is dependent upon knowing the people you are working with and understanding who is already 
playing what role. You play the role you are needed in - you don't talk about it before hand 

15 
It does exist, however he embodies both characters within himself. He is friendly until he learns that someone is 
doing something wrong and then his approach changes to more of a bad cop mentality 

(Figure 10) 
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All but one participant indicated that deceit is used in interviewing; the remaining 

respondent stated that she herself does not utilize deceit.  Three participants indicated that 

they are legally allowed to lie to suspects.  Several of the participants gave the example  

of an officer telling someone they have evidence they do not actually have, or 

telling someone that they will be obtaining evidence that they realistically cannot gather.   

 
 Several participants indicated that deceit is used sparingly and three said that it 

must be used correctly otherwise the suspect will know that you are lying and that can 

become a large issue for the investigation.  Deceit was compared to a bluff in poker, 

sometimes it works and then other times it does not.  

One participant stated that deceit is used when you have most of the information 

you need but you are missing some small detail or explanation.  Another respondent said 

that it is used to end a stalemate between the suspect and the interviewer. 

See Figure 11 for individual results. 

Is Deceit Used in Interviews? 
Interviewee Explanation  

1 
It is used and it is a tool that law enforcement has. They will possibly tell a lie to gain compliance. Her personal 
experience with deceit is on a minor level 

2 It exists to a certain extent but it is not used very often. They may say the dog is coming if they smell marijuana  

3 
It is used sometimes, however in their position there's no real need for it. She mentions being back on the road and 
telling people you are going to dust for fingerprints when you are actually not 

4 
Yes it is used occasionally but they are legally allowed to lie. They will typically tell them they have evidence that 
does not actually exist 

5 
Absolutely, it is a perfectly legal tool that law enforcement has available to them. When using deceit, you have to 
make sure you know what you are talking about, otherwise the person you're interviewing will know you are 
lying. He references saying there is evidence that does not actually exist 

6 Yes, lying is allowed and it's a tool to get the necessary information 
7 Yes, it is used, but it is used sparingly because if you get caught it can be detrimental to the case 

8 
It is certainly used and it is utilized when most of the information is known but there's pieces of information that 
needs to be obtained. It is a useful tool, but it has to be used judiciously 

9 
Yes it is used because nothing says deceit cannot be used; however deceit must be used cautiously so the person 
does not know you are actually lying. He references telling them about evidence that does not exist 

10 She has never used deceit in interviewing and she can typically tell when someone is lying 

11 
It is used but often times it is used to end a stalemate or if there are no other options. It is used sparingly because 
once deceit is used you have to address that in the courtroom 

12 Yes it is used when interviewing people 

13 
Yes and it is intentionally used to be deceitful and it's implemented like a bluff in a poker game, and like poker, 
sometimes the bluff does not always work 

14 
It is used however he chooses not to use it because he does not have the experience to use it in any advantageous 
way 

15 It is used but not by him and when it is used it is dependent upon the circumstances of the case 
(Figure 11) 
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How often do you obtain confessions? 

 More often than not, crime shows show suspects admitting their guilt – whether it 

be a partial or a complete confessions to their involvement in the crime.  This question 

was asked to establish how realistic these common television confessions are.  

 There was a wide range in participant responses regarding confessions.  Answers 

ranged anywhere from obtaining a confession 25% of the time, all the way to 95% of the 

time.  Seven respondents indicated that confessions are obtained more than half of the 

time.  Another three said that confessions occur roughly a quarter or a third of the time.  

Four participants did not provide a specific amount of time, one indicated it was a 

low amount of the time, 

another indicated 

confessions were obtained 

rather frequently, and the 

other two stated that 

confessions were very case 

dependent and therefore 

they could not put a 

number on it.   

 The interviewees 

explained that confessions 

are less likely to come from 

suspects that are seasoned 

criminals and more likely to come from first-time criminals.  One participant says that 

How Often Do You Obtain Confessions? 
Interviewee Amount of Time 

1 

Depends on the situation, would say probably 50/50, possibly 60/40. 
The majority of people have a conscious and will own up to what 
they did. She will try and tempt them to confess by telling them that 
she will talk to the magistrate about them favorably if they cooperate 

2 
He has gotten a few confessions, mainly on minor cases such as 
larcenies 

3 
Maybe 25% of the time you're able to actually talk to a suspect and 
have them willing to talk to you.  

4 
At least 50% of the time but they are more so spontaneous 
utterances. 

5 60 to 70% of the time, once someone has been arrested 

6 
In general 70 to 75% of the time but he also considers a lie as a 
confession 

7 
About 25% of the time and that could be on the high side. It depends 
on the person you are dealing with and whether they are seasoned 
criminals or new offenders  

8 He references a high percentage 
9 Maybe 95% of cases and it depends on the type of case  

10 Possibly 80% if you know how to talk to people 

11 
There is at least some admission of guilt 85 to 90% of the time. 
People want to tell you their side of the story 

12 
About 40% of the time from his experience, but even when 
confessions are obtained people tend to downplay their involvement 

13 
1/3 to 1/2 of the time on a large spectrum of cases; however a 
seasoned criminal is not as likely to give a confession 

14 
He believes confessions are dependent upon the case. He has not 
earned a confession in his short amount of time on the road 

15 

It is difficult to narrow down because there are so many variables. 
Each Officer has a different way of speaking with people but the 
more seasoned the criminal the more difficult it is to obtain a 
confession. He will downplay the crime in order to obtain a 
confession  

(Figure 12) 
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confessions occur half the time but those confessions are more “spontaneous utterances” 

of guilt rather than a traditional confession.  Another participant said he considered a lie 

to be a confession, so if a suspect lies to him he considers that to be an admission of guilt 

as well.  

 People are likely to confess because they want to tell their side of the story but as 

one participant stated, they will typically try to downplay their involvement.  From the 

opposite end, another interviewee stated that he will actually downplay the crime itself 

when speaking to a suspect in order to get them to confess.  He referenced a drug case 

and said he will tell the suspect it is not like he killed anyone, and the suspect is more 

likely to confess because he believes the officer does not think the crime he committed is 

that big of a deal. 

 See Figure 12 for individual results. 

Have crimes shows impacted your line of work? 

 Interviewees were asked this question to determine if, and how, crime shows have 

influenced their line of work and their investigative process.  

 Six participants indicated that the shows have had only a negative influence on 

their line of work, three respondents believed there was a positive impact, and the 

remainder stated that there was a combination of both positive and negative effects from 

crime shows.  

 Two participants said the shows are detrimental to their job because they are 

actually educating the bad guy.  They stated that criminals watch the shows and pick up 

on different things that they should and should not do to avoid getting caught.  One 

referenced a criminal wrapping a plastic bag around the gun so that the casings from the 
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ammunition would land in the bag and they would not risk leaving them behind for law 

enforcement to gather.  The other interviewee specifically referenced child sexual 

predator shows like Perverted Justice and To Catch a Predator.  He said the shows 

functioned on a good theoretical basis, but they provided criminals with significant 

insight as to how detectives went about their business.  As a result, he said the bad guys 

got smarter and more difficult to find.  He also mentioned that the sexual predator show 

investigations were botched and illegal in many aspects.  He said they exploited children 

in the process of finding their suspects.   

  Several participants indicated that people, whether it is victims, witnesses, or 

suspects, will reference things they have seen on crime based television shows while 

interacting with the police.  Suspects will tell officers that they are aware of their rights 

because they have seen CSI, while victims and/or witnesses will tell officers how to do 

their jobs based on what they have observed on television.  One participant said that the 

issue is these people will watch the shows and have “Hollywood expectations” regarding 

a real life investigation.  One respondent, while overall she believed the impact of these 

shows was positive, stated that even though viewers know the shows are fictional they 

still think that there has to be some sort of realistic basis.  

Two interviewees had opposite views on what type of influence the shows had on 

the department itself.  One respondent said they have not influenced her administration, 

another said she was actually surprised by how much the crime shows had influenced her 

co-workers within the department.  She said that even law enforcement officials that do 

not have a strong background in forensics tend to think that the shows are realistic and all 

of that evidence is obtainable when it is not. 
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Four interviewees directly mentioned the CSI Effect and another two respondents 

indirectly discussed the CSI Effect by speaking about the impact the shows have had on 

jurors.  One participant said these shows actively promote the CSI Effect and another 

said that the CSI Effect is an issue because the jurors are expecting evidence that just 

does not exist.  The two that indirectly touched on the CSI Effect discussed how jurors 

have unrealistic expectations of law enforcement abilities because all they know about 

policing is what they have seen on television.  

One interviewee indicated that it is actually quite difficult to gather evidence and 

it depends on where the evidence is or what kind of surface it is on.  Another participant 

goes on to say that even if the collection of the evidence is possible, they do not always 

have the means to gather it.  A few participants mentioned that there are factors 

influencing what they can and cannot collect at a crime scene.  Money is a large 

contributing factor in what evidence is gathered; expensive Hollywood tools are not 

accessible to UVPD to process a crime scene.  UVPD has a miniscule budget compared 

to the budget of a television show.  Another participant said that in some instances the 

Commonwealth Attorney and/or the lab would not approve the collection and/or 

submission of certain evidence.  

Participants that felt there was a negative influence from these shows also 

mentioned that the crime based television shows do not portray the amount of paperwork 

involved in policing nor do the actors on the shows have to follow the law like real life 

law enforcement personnel have to.  

A majority of the participants differentiated between the influence of fictional and 

the influence of non-fictional crime shows.  Those that separated the two types of shows 
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indicated that while still not completely accurate, the non-fictional shows have more of a 

positive influence than their fictional counterparts.  Non-fictional shows like the First 48 

actually follow detectives around while they are doing their investigation.  While the 

show is still condensed for timing purposes, it provides some insight into real, 

contemporary investigative work.  A few participants also indicated that they watch the 

non-fictional crime shows as a learning tool for their investigative work.  Another 

interviewee indicated that the shows have changed over the years.  The investigative 

storylines used to be based on “badassness” and now they depict evidence collecting and 

the prosecution of crimes, which he believes has been good for the field. 

The respondents that indicated there was at least some sort of positive influence 

mentioned that the shows were beneficial for the profession itself.  Two interviewees said 

that these shows have actually worked to promote interest in law enforcement as a career 

opportunity.  Another participant stated that shows like CSI were beneficial for women 

because it showed females within the law enforcement community.  A different 

respondent said the comedic cop shows are what he sees as positive because they show 

police officers in a different light that allows viewers to see them as regular human 

beings.  

Two participants discuss media and how it has a significant influence on law 

enforcement.  Another respondent talks specifically about social media.  He stated that 

the issue with social media is that it is not regulated.  There is nothing that exists to filter 

information being posted for accuracy and it becomes very problematic for the police.  

 See figure 13 for individual results. 
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Is there anything you would like to add? 

 This question was included to allow the participant to comment on anything they 

felt was significant or anything else they wanted to say.  

 One participant stated that she felt fictional crime shows have a more negative 

influence because they do not accurately portray the police and she feels that the reality 

Have Crime Shows Impacted You Line of Work? 
Interviewee Explanation  

1 
It has a negative impact; it is not strongly negative but moderately. It is certainly not a positive influence. It has 
not influenced her own administration  

2 
There is some negative influence. Victims/witnesses that watch the shows try and tell them how to do their job. 
Suspects will reference the shows and say they know their rights because they have seen CSI. He acknowledged 
he used to think like they do  

3 

There is a negative influence and it exists even within the department itself. Some law enforcement officials that 
do not have a strong background in forensics think the shows are more realistic than they actually are. She said 
forensic evidence collection is often not done because the Commonwealth Attorney's as well as the lab are not 
going to approve it so it would be a waste of resources. The reality based crime shows aren't as exaggerated and 
they depict more realistic law enforcement capabilities. She references the CSI effect and how the general 
population expects crimes to be solved in an hour 

4 
It does influence law enforcement, specifically when processing a scene. He references the CSI effect and how 
people have “Hollywood expectations” for real life investigations. He identified a big difference between 
fictional and non-fictional crime shows, and he believes that the non-fiction shows have a more positive impact 

5 
There is a negative influence because it is educating the bad guy (references people shooting a gun in a plastic 
bag and picking up casings) and it promotes the CSI effect. He mentions that tv has been affecting people for 40 
years so it’s not new. He goes on to explain that it is difficult to obtain evidence and it is not always possible 

6 

It does not cause him to view anything differently but it causes the public to view things differently. People 
watch the shows and think those things can be realistically done. The shows make it harder for law enforcement 
and it also influences juries because all they know about law enforcement and its functions is what they see on 
tv. Tv also doesn't depict the amount of paperwork involved in policing. (more of a negative influence) 

7 
It is more of a positive influence. Believes that shows do influence her work but she watches them as a learning 
tool, especially for interviewing. The issue is people believe that even though the shows are fictional, there must 
be some sort of realistic basis. People have a distorted perception of how technology actually works  

8 

They have influenced law enforcement in both negative and positive ways. He thinks that shows like Charlie's 
Angels/CSI have opened up law enforcement for females to enter policing. He says that the CSI Effect is an issue 
because sometimes there just is not evidence but they expect it. Some shows do actually educate the public but 
social media is the factor that causes issues. It is helpful in cases, but also harmful because it does not filter it is 
information 

9 

He believes the shows have harmed the profession so it has a negative influence. He references shows like 
Perverted Justice/To Catch a Predator and says these shows had a good theoretical basis, but the way they went 
about their "investigations" was harmful to law enforcement. They exploited children, their cases were not 
legally investigated, and they educated the criminal about how law enforcement functions. The cases depicted in 
crime shows are extremes and not realistic 

10 
They have both positive and negative aspects. Suspects think law enforcement can do more than they realistically 
can. The media had also made the job extremely tough right now, it almost hinders her from doing her job 

11 
There are both good and bad aspects. Jurors and victims expect extreme processing on every scene and that is 
just not realistic. There is a higher expectation of service/results but at the same time some of the comedic cops 
shows show that the police are human after all 

12 
It is a positive influence because it has made the job more appealing. He says that nowadays the shows are based 
on forensic evidence instead of "badassness”. The shows focus on things like evidence collection and the 
prosecution of the crime. He believes that policing has become more legitimized as a result of the shows 

13 

The influence has been more negative than positive. The public has a general ignorance when it comes to law 
enforcement, they believe that law enforcement has technology they do not. Reality based shows are more 
accurate because they're actually following law enforcement officials around and they have to work within the 
law. The actors on fictional shows do not have to follow the law 

14 
They have gotten people interested in law enforcement as a career and that is a plus, but he doesn't believe it 
impacts law enforcement on a day-to-day basis. He believes there is value in the shows in terms of how officers 
can learn what not do to (more positive) 

15 
The fictional shows have no positive influence on how he does his job, but in terms of non-fictional shows, there 
are things that he takes away. He differentiates between crime shows and the media, he believes the media has a 
different kind of impact on law enforcement 

(Figure 13) 
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based shows, while headed in the right direction, are still not completely accurate.  

Another participant argues that the fictional shows do law enforcement a disservice 

because they do not realistically depict the various shapes and sizes of police officers.  

Shows depict good-looking, in shape individuals while real officers vary significantly in 

size and stature. 

 One participant commented on cases that go to trial and indicated that the 

Commonwealth Attorney now has to address the CSI Effect in court with the jury and 

they have to explain that television shows are not based on real investigation.  An 

interviewee stated that crime show viewers do not understand the prosecution side of the 

law because that is not typically depicted within the shows.  

 A respondent referenced watching Youtube videos of officers and explained that 

he has learned a significant amount about what not to do.  He said those videos have 

made him realize that the good guy does not always win.  Not necessarily regarding 

Youtube, but another participant mentioned social media being a very valuable tool for 

the law enforcement community.  He also said technology is a large part of police 

investigations and he referenced License Plate Readers (LPR’s) and a device known as a 

Shotspotter that can triangulate the area where a gunshot occurred.  

 Another interviewee referenced his prior schooling and said that a professor of his 

once told him only 40% of the technology shown in crime shows actually exists in the 

real world.  He said a police influence does exist within the shows, but much of the show 

is fabricated for entertainment.  

 Another participant referenced a man by the name of Dave Grossman and he said 

that Mr. Grossman breaks law enforcement down into its simplest form.  He says there 
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are three kinds of people: sheep, shepherds, and wolves.  The shepherds (the police) are 

meant to protect the sheep (the public) from the wolves (the criminals).  (After some 

post-interview research, I determined that the actual analogy Mr. Grossman uses involves 

sheep, wolves, and sheepdogs – not shepherds (Grossman, 2008)).  Another respondent 

indicates that law enforcement is in need of the highest-grade shepherds available but 

something has to be done to bring those individuals into policing.  

 The same respondent mentioned that police function on a cyclic pendulum in 

regards to public favor.  He argues that over the years, police sway from one side of the 

pendulum to the other; one minute the police are in the good graces of the public, the next 

they are completely out of favor.  

Is There Anything You Want to Add? 
Interviewee Additional Information 

1 
The influence is kind of negative because shows do not accurately portray the police, whereas reality based 
crime shows have a better foundation but they are still not completely accurate  

2 The shows are fabricated for dramatic effect 

3 
For the bigger cases that go to trial, the Commonwealth Attorney's will actually address the CSI Effect with 
the jury.  They explain to them that tv is not real life and those things cannot be done in real life 

4 N/A 

5 

He states that social media is a valuable tool used in law information. He references technology and how 
some technological companies (specific cell phone company) almost "assist" bad guys because they don't 
require any information from the customer to use their services. He speaks on the LPR system - a device that 
can read license plates - and Shotspotter - a device that can triangulate the area where a gunshot originated 
from 

6 N/A 
7 N/A 

8 

He believes one of the issues within law enforcement is that it is not a well regarded line or work. He feels 
that something needs to be done in order to attract only the highest quality citizens to become police officers. 
He thinks that police function on a pendulum in regards to public favor. Over the years they fall from good 
graces with the public to bad, and eventually given enough time the police will swing back into the good 
graces of the public 

9 N/A 
10 N/A 
11 N/A 

12 

The realistic crime shows (ex: the First 48) have a solid grasp on what law enforcement does. These shows 
do a disservice because they don't actually show that police officers come in all shapes and sizes. On 
television they show in shape, attractive individuals in order to keep the viewers attention when in reality 
officers do not all look that way. He believes it is a thankless profession and some reality based shows have 
actually started to show that law enforcement is not an easy job to be in 

13 

He references a man named Grossman and The Bulletproof Mind. Grossman says there are three types of 
people: the sheep (the public), the wolves (the criminals), and the shepherds (the police). The shepherds work 
to protect the sheep from the wolves of society. He believes that viewers do not understand the prosecution 
side of the investigation because it is not shown on television. It is difficult to understand how distorted these 
shows are until you do the job 

14 

He states that Youtube has actually educated him a lot on what not to do and it has shown him that sometimes 
things can end badly for law enforcement. He believes that a lot of the issues seen in the media could have 
been prevented if people complied with the police at the time. He says if people are mistreated by the police 
those officers should be punished and they can seek compensation through the legal system  

15 N/A 
(Figure 14) 
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 Another participant believed that a lot of the issues recently seen in the media 

could have been avoided if people had initially complied with the demands of the police.  

He said that there are cops that are going about things the wrong way and be believes 

those cops should be reprimanded, but he feels that if someone is victimized by the police 

they should go about addressing it through the legal system as opposed to non-

compliance.   

 See Figure 14 for individual results. 
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Chapter 7: Discussion  

What I discovered from this research is that a lot of what happens within law 

enforcement is variable and case dependent.  Out of the 14 questions asked, five were 

constantly answered with the phrase “it depends.”  Each individual case that law 

enforcement deals with will have different circumstances and therefore it was difficult for 

the respondents to identity a specific time or percentage because there is no typical case 

and no set answer. 

 Of the three supervisory ranked participants I interviewed, all three had a different 

opinion of how crime based shows have influenced their line of work.  The highest-

ranking official, the Deputy Chief, believed that there were both positives and negatives 

to take away from the shows.  The second highest-ranking official believed that the 

influence was overall positive, and the third highest-ranking official interviewed, the 

Sergeant, was adamant that the impact was negative.  The Sergeant (aka Interviewee #13) 

went on to say the following in regards to the crime shows: “…it’s all like, super secret 

spy stuff that they’re making up and people buy into that and think that it’s reality, when 

it’s just not.”  

 The three interviewees that had 20 or plus years of experience (aside from the 

three highest-ranking participants) all believed that the shows had a negative influence.  

Interviewee #9 who had 20 years of experience in law enforcement said,  “…the cases 

that are portrayed in those shows to me are such extremes.  Like we might have one of 

those types of cases a year, and it portrays it as, law enforcement deal with that on a daily 

basis.  That’s not true.  And the ways those cases [are] investigated are not accurate.  Bits 
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and pieces might be, but that gives the public a perception that we need to be doing this 

and we need to be doing that.” 

 The five interviewees with limited experience in law enforcement (3.5 years or 

less) were divided in their responses.  Two respondents suggested that there was a 

positive influence; another felt that there was both a positive and negative influence, and 

the other two believed the impact was negative.  Interviewee #2 was an advocate for a 

negative influence and he said that viewers “…think the job is gonna be just like that but, 

and I, I used to too until I realized it’s not anything like that.”  

That participant suggested that as a viewer he also believed that crime shows were 

correct depictions of criminal investigations.  It was not until his involvement working 

within law enforcement taught him otherwise.  Interviewee #13 piggybacked off this 

concept when he said, “…the shows are so fake, that people just don’t understand how 

fake they are.  Until you actually do the job.”  Several of the participants indicated that 

viewers with no law enforcement experience or knowledge tend to believe what they are 

seeing on television.  Another participant however, Interviewee #3, stated, “…even 

within our department people don’t realize our abilities.”  

This finding would support the theory of reflection as well as the theory of social 

disorganization.  Viewers, law enforcement and civilian viewers alike, expose themselves 

to these shows within their social environment.  Due to this exposure, the shows are more 

likely to influence viewer expectations.  The theory of reflection exists because viewers 

believe that what they see and what they learn on these crime based television shows is 

directly related to contemporary investigations.  While it does not support the criminal 
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aspect of social disorganization, it does parallel the premise that environments affect 

individuals (Kurbin, 2009).  

Continuing off of social disorganization theory, examples of this can be seen in 

several of the participant’s responses regarding victims.  Victims expect the police to do 

all sorts of advanced scene processing and to be able to get results in a speedy fashion; 

but the participants indicated that those expectations are just not realistic.   Interviewee 

#4 said, “People expect like, us to always find DNA or fingerprints and within a week the 

case is solved or 24 hours we know who did it.”  Interviewee #11 went on to say that 

“Victim’s are expecting you to do DNA swabs of the entire car or they are expecting you 

to recover fingerprints from every single thing.”  Another participant said if you don’t do 

all of that extreme processing then the victims feel that you are not doing your job.  The 

shows influence what viewers believe should be happening in a real life investigation and 

it causes them to look down upon the police for not obtaining evidence that in essence, 

does not exist.  Interviewee #1 said “Like they have no idea, so I feel like it does not, it 

doesn’t really educate the public or help us out at all.  If, if anything it kinda hinders us 

from being able to really do our jobs without being criticized even more.” 

Participants acknowledged that there are several contributing factors involved in 

the collection of DNA.  It is not that the officer is not doing his or her job, but there are 

things they must consider before processing and/or collecting DNA evidence.  They first 

have to look at the overall crime scene itself and Interviewee #3 stated “Depending on the 

type of crime, the Commonwealth Attorney’s office won’t give us permission to run 

DNA samples.”  A general rule is that it has to be a violent crime to collect DNA without 

the permission of the Commonwealth Attorney’s Office.  Time, money, and resources are 
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also other factors that have to be considered for the collection of DNA.  Interviewee #9 

referenced CSI: Miami “When David Caruso whips out a bottle of luminal from his 

jacket pocket and sprays the wall and the fingerprint presents itself, that bottle costs 

$3,000, and there is not a person in this department that has it or carries it around with 

them.”  This participant acknowledged that even when the technology or methodology to 

obtain evidence exists, there are still limitations regarding collecting the evidence.  

Viewers have a difficult time grasping the concept that DNA and other evidence 

will not be obtained at each and every crime scene.  They see it on television so they 

expect it in real life, and as Interviewee #6 said, “…it makes it harder for the law 

enforcement community.”  These expectations transfer to the courtroom when the 

viewers of these shows serve as jurors.  

One-third of the participants interviewed referenced the CSI Effect and its 

influence within law enforcement.  Interviewee #6 said “I think in juries, I think now 

because of the tv shows and stuff, that when people sit on a jury that have no previous 

experience or knowledge of law enforcement work…that everyone assumes that…there 

had to be a hair at the scene, there had to be a drop of blood at the scene.”  Interviewee #5 

suggested that jurors are less likely to convict without the evidence they expect when he 

said “…the juror says ‘no, he didn’t confess, bad guys always confess, he must be 

innocent because he didn’t confess.’”   

This finding is relatable to social learning theory.  Viewers’ decision making 

abilities on whether to convict or not based on scientific evidence has been learned from 

their exposure to crime shows.  Jurors that watch these crime shows are shown that 

scientific evidence is commonplace and should be expected at every scene.  Participants 
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indicated that without a background in law enforcement, these viewers learn “what to 

expect” from these television crime shows and it is not realistic.  

Much like Wise (2006) acknowledged in his research, steps are being taken to 

explain to the jury why certain evidence is not being presented in the case.  Interview #3 

explained that the Commonwealth Attorney’s will speak to the jury “And explain to them 

– ‘hey look, this isn’t tv, in real life they can’t do all of these things.’”  They will address 

that issue in order to keep the CSI Effect from entering the courtroom. 

These findings would somewhat support social disorganization theory as it relates 

to the CSI Effect.  Dutelle (2006) argued that people who watch these crime based 

television shows see the “Hollywood results” for investigations and they expect the same 

kind of results for real life criminal investigations.  From what was gathered throughout 

the interviews, it is apparent that a majority of the participants would agree that crime 

shows influence the viewers in that way.  Viewers do learn from these shows and their 

expectations are influenced by what they are seeing on television, however viewers are 

not more likely to commit crimes, they are just more likely to expect certain evidence to 

be collected.   

Even if the police were able to obtain enough evidence to appease the 

viewers/jurors, there are still so many other things that are involved in a criminal 

investigation.  Interviewee #13 said “…they don’t understand how the legal system itself 

works.  If we do everything right…the prosecutor might get it wrong.  Even if they do 

everything right, a jury might say, ‘you know what – I just don’t want to convict him.’”  

Sometimes even outside of the CSI Effect jurors are hesitant to convict people on trial.   
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This finding seems to dispute social learning theory.  Despite what the jurors 

learned from their exposure to crime shows, a participant suggested that the juror might 

still be hesitant to convict even if that scientific evidence is presented in court.  
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Chapter 8: Future Implications  

While certain conclusions can be drawn and discussed from this research, no specific 

results can be generalized.  A strength of this study is that the findings enlarge a field that 

requires more attention and research; however not enough research has been done to 

make concrete conclusions based on how crime shows have affected the law enforcement 

community.  More research needs to done on the influence of crime shows on law 

enforcement and more interviews should be done to determine what type of influence the 

shows have, either negative or positive.  

This research also suggests the need for police departments to do “in house” 

training on the CSI Effect and the possible implications of viewing crime based television 

shows.  If the shows are affecting law enforcement personnel as well as civilians, the 

various departments need to do their part to educate their employees about the fictional 

hazards seen on crime shows. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

Interview Schedule 

 
1. How long have you been in your line of work? 

 (Prompt: Did you begin as a patrol officer?) 

2. What kind of cases do you usually deal with? 

3. How long does it generally take to survey a crime scene? (Providing a range of time is 

fine) 

4. How often would you say you receive “open and shut” cases? (Cases where the 

evidence is overwhelming and the suspect is guilty, without a doubt) 

5. How often do you find suspect DNA at the crime scene? 

6. How long does it typically take to receive information back from the lab? (Regarding 

DNA and/or drugs) 

7. How often do you find weapons involved in the commission of crimes? 

8. How do the computer databases, such as CODIS, work? 

9. How long do interviews typically take? (Providing a range of time is fine) 

10. Does the “good cop, bad cop” method really exist? 

 (Prompt: if so, can you explain how it works in real policing?) 

11. Is deceit used in interviews? How often? 

12. How often do you get confessions? 

13. Do you believe that crime-related television shows have influenced your line of 

work? 

 (Prompt: Either negatively or positively; can you provide some examples?) 

14. Is there anything else you would like to say? 
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APPENDIX B 

 

Consent For Participation  
 

 I would like to interview you as a participant in a research study titled “A Study 
of the Impact of Crime Shows on Contemporary Criminal Investigations”. The purpose 
of this study is to compare the crime-related television shows and real life criminal 
investigations. It will attempt to highlight any significant differences and/or similarities 
between the investigations portrayed on television and actual investigative proceedings.  
 
 If you are willing to participate in the study, the interview should take no more 
than an hour to conduct. I will be asking you questions about your work, about crime 
shows, and specifically about their impact on cotemporary investigative procedure.  
  

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. You may refuse to 
participate or you may withdraw from the interview at any time without consequence. 
The interview will be tape-recorded, however at any point in the interview you are free to 
discontinue the use of the recording device. If you wish to participate but want no part of 
the interview recorded that is also an option for you.  
 
 The information you provide will be confidential.  It will be kept and stored 
securely, no one outside the research team will have access to this information. I will 
protect your identity by not using your real information and by instead, using a numerical 
coding system so that the information cannot be linked to you. Your identity and your 
involvement in this study will not be disclosed without your written permission.  
 

The Office of Human Resources of George Washington University, at telephone 
number (202)994-2715, can provide further information about your rights as a research 
participant.  
 

To ensure confidentiality your signature is not required, unless you prefer to sign 
it. Your willingness to participate in this research study is implied if you proceed.  
 
If you have any questions or concerns, you are welcome to contact:  
 
Ashley Tobin      Dr. Antwan Jones 
Department of Sociology     Department of Sociology  
George Washington University   George Washington University 
Washington, DC 20052    Washington, DC 20052 
antobin@gwmail.gwu.edu     antwan@gwu.edu 
(360)471-6961    (202) 994-0266 

 
  

*Please keep a copy of this document in case you want to read it again. 
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APPENDIX C 

 

Consent For Publication  
 

 I would like to publish the results of the research study you participated in titled 
“A Study of the Impact of Crime Shows on Contemporary Criminal Investigations”. The 
purpose of this study was to compare the crime-related television shows and real life 
criminal investigations. 
 

The Office of Human Resources of George Washington University, at telephone 
number (202)994-2715, can provide further information about your rights as a research 
participant.  
 

To ensure confidentiality only a signature is required and the signed copy of this 
form will be kept in a locked office at George Washington University.  
 
If you have any questions or concerns, you are welcome to contact:  
 

Ashley Tobin     Dr. Antwan Jones 
Department of Sociology    Department of Sociology  
George Washington University  George Washington University 
Washington, DC 20052   Washington, DC 20052 
antobin@gwmail.gwu.edu    antwan@gwu.edu 
(360)471-6961   (202)994-0266 

 

  
Signature: __________________________________ 
 
 

 

 

 

 


