Critical Review
[bookmark: _GoBack]The purpose of this paper is to critically review Alfonso Serrano-Maillo’s report “Crime Contemplation and Self-Control: A test of Situational Action Theory’s hypothesis about the interaction in crime causation”. Alfonso Serrano-Maillo has a Phd in law from the Complutense University of Madrid and a Phd in Sociology. The paper was published in the European Journal of Criminology (2018), a journal intended to be a forum for research concerning criminology therefore, the intended audience for this paper is academics in the field of Criminology, Sociology and Psychology. The paper has to date been cited in 8 other papers relating to the same field of interest, and seems to have had a neutral reception. The purpose of his study is to assess the validity of the Situational Action Theory (SAT) in South American cities with high crime rates. The SAT is a model of crime causation, it proposes that the effect of self-control on crime is dependant on crime contemplation. Using a data set from 4 different south American cities the researcher used multiple regression methods to assess whether there was a significant relationship between self-control, crime contemplation and rates of delinquency. Their results showed a significant correlation between delinquency and the combination of low self-control and high crime contemplation.
The paper’s abstract summarises the studies design succinctly and states that it contributes to cross-national testing. The abstract mentions SAT as being an alternative to the General Theory of Crime (GTC). The paper itself does not discuss the GTC except for comparing the differences in how SAT and the GCT define self-control. This could lead the reader to believe that the paper discussed the GTC and thus confuse them. Serrano-Maillo mentions in the abstract that the results support the hypothesis, but is unclear as to what the hypothesis is. This makes it difficult to determine what the results of the study support. He then states that “results and limitations are discussed.” This is too little detail and does not inform the reader of anything they would not assume. The lack of elaboration is strange as the APA guidelines state that an abstract should be between 150 and 250 words but the paper’s abstract is only 124 words long. 
Serrano-Maillo does not clearly define his research problem. What seems to separate this research to other similar research (Brauer and Tittle, 2016; Hirtenlehner et al., 2014, 2015; Schepers and Reinecke, 2015) is that it was conducted in Latin America and in cities with high crime and impunity rates. Serrano-Maillo does not explain the significance of findings that support SAT in these conditions, he does not justify why his research is relevant to the general public or to professional and academics in the fields of criminology, sociology or psychology. It is therefore unclear what problem he is trying to address with his research. Serrano-Maillo does not define what SAT is or define the terms that make up its components. In the research he measures self-control and crime contemplation, both critical components of SAT, neither of which he defines in the introduction section of his paper. The definitions for these two concepts instead come in a section labelled theory on the third page of the paper. This means that a reader must comprehend the entirety of the introduction without critical terms and concepts defined or explained to them. Furthermore, the definition for crime contemplation is vague and self-control confusing. Serrano-Maillo states that crime contemplation is “the inclination to see crime as potential action alternative”. What “action alternative” means is not defined. He does however expand on his definition, stating that crime contemplation is not to think about the possibility of a criminal action, it must include a desire to perform the action. Serrano-Maillo then cites Davidson (2001) saying that it is not necessary that an agent have an intention to act. A ‘desire to’ and an ‘intention to’ are very similar phrases and are sometimes used interchangeably, inaccurately, but this makes the definition difficult to understand. The definition of self-control is confusing to understand in this paper because Serrano-Maillo puts multiple definitions of self-control in his theory section. He first explains the definition of self-control used by the General Theory of Crime (GTC), then after explaining its origins in Hobbesian philosophy he states that he will not be using it. This is unnecessary, the paper does not compare SAT with the GTC and therefore it only confuses the reader by explaining one definition then using another. In the reports’ literature review Serrano-Maillo identifies other research that has explored other aspects of SAT but does not explain adequately how his research would impact any of the papers he mentions or how their findings informed the structure or aims of his own research.
There are three primary issues with the method of this paper. The most pressing is its lack of procedure section, the next is its lack of details concerning participants and finally the instruments used in this paper are not adequately described. The largest issue with the methodology of this paper is its lack of procedure. Without the procedure and the researcher’s vague language concerning the source of his data it is unclear whether the researcher collected the data himself for the purposes of this paper or is using data from a study conducted by other researchers and has not cited his source. Minor details suggest that the sample was collected by the researcher himself such as his note thanking Wikstrom for permission to use a questionnaire from the Peterborough Adolescent and Young Adult Development Study (PADS+). It should be clearly stated whether the sample being used was collected by the researcher or if analysis is being conducted on data collected in another study.
The second issue that should be raised is the lack of details provided concerning the studies participants. The demographics we are told were measured are the age of the participants and their gender. Both of these had biases, there was a slight overrepresentation of girls (53.13) and 93.14 percent of the sample were between 14 and 18 despite the wider age range of 12 to 25. The exact ages of the wider age range were not mentioned in the sample section and had to be found later in a table. The paper itself reports these but how these biases may impact the research was not discussed. The researcher mentions that attempts where made to try and limit the impact of socioeconomic factors by sampling from both public and private education centres but fails to report how many public versus private institutions he selected. He also fails to explain how this would adequately mitigate the impact of socioeconomic factors. The sample was collected from four different cities in three different countries but the researcher fails to explain how the cultural differences between these cities or countries may have impacted on his results. The paper itself reports that 70.17% of the sample came from the data collected from Cali (Colombia, 2010) the data collected from Quito and Riobamba (Ecuador 2013) contributed 25.54% of the sample and the San Salvador (El Salvador, 2014) sample contributed the final 4.29%. This is a significant bias toward the Cali subsample and means that the results do not represent the populations of any of these cities. Although the majority of the sample used in this study were collected in Cali the results of this study do not necessary represent the population of Cali. The populations of the other cities sampled by the research might bias the overall conclusion rendering any insights that could be drawn from the results useless. The cities in the sample are hundreds of miles apart and El Salvador does not even share a border with Colombia or Ecuador. The other issue with the sample is time. The first subsample, which was the Cali subsample, was collected in 2010, the next was collected in the year 2013 (Quinto Riobamba) and the last was in the year 2014 (San Salvadore). As previously discussed the Cali subsample made up the majority of the sample overall, therefore the majority of the sample is almost 10 years old at the time this paper was published (2018). Because of this, it is difficult to discern whether this research should be considered contemporary. Attitudes and behaviours may have changed in major ways in the countries sampled and therefore need to be retested in order to maintain validity.
There are also questions of validity concerning the instruments used in this research. Serrano-Maillo states that he used the questionnaire from the PADS+ translated into Spanish but only mentions questions from the questionnaire vaguely and it is unclear whether some of the variables measured are using components from the PADS+ questionnaire, are from other sources or an invention of Serrano-Maillo himself. One of the major concerns is his measure of delinquency which is the study’s dependant variable. Serrano-Maillo states that participants were asked to report how many times in the last year had they committed any of 11 different offences. The participants’ answers were then added up and truncated at a maximum of 30. The only comment Serrano-Maillo provides as to why this maximum is set is that the decision does not significantly affect any of his findings. This seems highly irregular as delinquency is being used as the study’s dependant variable. Using this method, the difference between a participant who commits hundreds of acts of delinquency in a given year and a participant who has committed exactly 30 acts of delinquency in the last year would not be recorded. This seems like data that would significantly impact the results of this research. 
The findings section of the paper is poorly written and confusing. The results are not clear because he does not adequately explain his use of multiple methods of analysis. Ordinary least squares and negative binomial regression techniques are used as well as three different methods of testing interactions in non-linear models. The function of these different methods and techniques in the results as a whole is not explained and only adds to the confusion when reading the findings. Another factor that further confuses the section is the fact that Serrano-Maillo does not clearly address the research objectives of his study. Because he does not clearly define his research objectives its difficult to determine if the results of his research address them, but he does not make this clear in the findings section. Due again to the multiple methods of analysis it becomes very difficult to determine if a significant finding in one set of conditions is significant overall. As a reader it is very difficult to understand what test or combination of tests tells Serrano-Maillo if his results are significant and if his hypothesis was supported. The tables included in the paper are not clear nor understandable. The tables show pieces of information that make it confusing as to what the variables of the experiment are. For example, the axes of figure 1 are labelled delinquency and moral self-control. This could lead someone to believe that the study’s independent variable was participant’s levels of moral self-control. This does not help to clarify the results of this research. To his credit Serrano-Maillo seems to cite limitations of his research methods in the results section. Though these kinds of citations would be more appropriate in the discussion or introduction.
Serrano-Maillo does not explain his findings clearly in his discussion, he instead vaguely states that his paper reports evidence in favour of SAT. He goes on to state that his analysis has shown that “the impact of self-control on crime is stronger at higher levels of crime contemplation” in his sample. It is therefore difficult to understand if his results validate his conclusions. He does not adequately show a significant result from his study in the discussion. This makes it very difficult as a reader to understand what the significant results are or if there are any. Serrano-Maillo does not explore alternate conclusions in any depth. He mentions other research that have similar findings to his and details how his research is different because it was done in a region with high crime and impunity rates as well as being sampled from Latin American cities but does not explain why this is important. He does not draw any insight from what he is reporting as new theoretical evidence. He does not mention if there is significance in having results that match with other similar studies whose sample did not have high crime or impunity rates or how sampling from Latin American cities may have impacted on the relevance of his results to SAT. Serrano-Maillo does suggest that aspect of SAT require further clarification. He recommends that research focus of determining ways to demarcate SAT from other theories like control and rational choice theories. Serrano-Maillo does later discuss some limitations of his research, stating that testing interactions statistically is error-prone. He goes on to say that there are important sources of ambivalence that remain for assessing interactions and that these sources have been pointed out “long ago”. Though he does cite a source for this (Greenland, 1993; Rothman et al., 1980) he does not explain how this may lead to errors or limit the research, confusing the reader. Serrano-Maillo concludes his research with a vague conclusion that does not summarise his research adequately 
The language used by Serrano-Maillo is very difficult to understand. He uses dense undefined terms that confuse the reader. An example of this is the sentence “SAT incorporates a theory of action and orders systematically different causal elements”. This is part of the second sentence in the introduction and dense and difficult to read. From the publishing journal (the European Journal of Criminology, 2018) the intended audience can be inferred to be professionals and academics in the field of criminology but this language is confusing to the point that I suspect that this paper may have been written originally in Spanish then translated. This however does not excuse the flaws in the language used by this paper, it was published in this condition and must therefore be reviewed in this condition too. Even in the case of flawed translation there are issues that cannot be explained by poor translation. Serrano-Maillo uses emotive language to make unsupported statements in the middle of academic language. An example of this can be found in the sample section of the paper where he states that the cities he sampled from are “interesting and culturally rich cities that have a much to offer to the visitor.” He goes on to state that “their human warmth finds no parallel in Western metropolises.” These are examples of some of the worst cases of this kind of language but it can be found throughout the paper. Serrano-Maillo discusses areas “suffering” from social issues and that his participants reported the sampling process as a “pleasant experience”. This kind of language is not appropriate for an academic paper and reduces his findings credibility as coming from an unbiased objective source.
The way Serrano-Maillo structures the paper is confusing. He uses an introduction (that is unlabelled) and a theory section. This is an issue as Serrano-Maillo does not adequately define SAT or its components in the introduction, he instead explains these elements in the theory section of his paper. This needlessly confuses the reading process as he uses terms such as “crime contemplation” before explaining what they mean. These two sections should have been combined or the theory section should have been reduced to a succinct overview of the theories involved, to serve as a refresher or index for the reader. Perhaps the most significant flaw of the paper is its lack of procedure. This oversight means that any conclusions that could be drawn from the results must be discarded as any bias in the procedure used to collect the sample is unknown and therefore impossible to control. The structure of the rest of the methodology is unusual. If Serrano-Maillo had followed a more conventional methods structure it may have been clearer when reading. Additionally, a conventional methods section would have ensured that he did not fail to include essential details such as the procedure. The author puts citations and criticisms of his methods in his findings section but then does not explain. Serrano-Maillo cites VanderWeele (2015) stating that it is crucial to be aware of the statistical-power limitations when studying interactions. Mentioning these kinds of references in the findings section in which he is already trying to convey the findings of his multiple regression techniques only confuses the reader. These references should be in the introduction, the discussion or the methods where he could fully explain the limitations presented when studying interactions and what measures, if any, he has taken in order to try and counter them. To his credit Serrano-Maillo does mention VanderWeele in his discussion, but very briefly and does not expand on his earlier statements. Serrano-Maillo combines his discussion and conclusion but this leads to a weakened conclusion. His final paragraph which should serve as a summary of the paper as a whole is so vague that it could be attached to almost any piece of research and still serve its purpose.
Due to the flaws in the methods section there are areas of unknown which make it difficult to asses if there are biases in the results of this paper. For example, the impact of socioeconomic factors on the sample. Serrano-Maillo states that he selected both public and private institutions to mitigate the impact of socioeconomic factors on his sample but he does give a reason as to why this would ensure a spread of socioeconomic circumstances in his sample. He also does not state how many of the 17 institutions he sampled from were private or public, this means that we cannot even infer whether his control for socioeconomic circumstances were appropriate. The larger issue is the fact that due to the details left out of the paper anyone reading it can only assume what kind of practices Serrano-Maillo used to conduct his research. This means that there could be biases in the sampling method, in the way the questionnaires were presented, the method used by the participant to complete the questionnaire, it is therefore impossible to determine the validity of any of the results presented in this paper. Perhaps the issue that raises the most concern is lack of ethical considerations mentioned in the paper. Participants are expected to discuss their delinquent behaviours as juveniles but Serrano-Maillo does not specify any techniques or safeguards he may have used in order to protect the participants anonymity. Participants are also expected to report their peers acts of delinquency so there may be a risk of retribution where a participants’ peers may feel betrayed, Serrano-Maillo does not discuss this risk or steps that may have been taken in order to minimise it. Due to the lack of details that render it impossible to determine the validity of the results of this paper the degree to which ethical standards were upheld is unknown.
Overall the paper is critically flawed. Issues with methodology mean that the data cannot be used. The language used varies from dense, undefined academic terms to flowery emotive language unfit for academic research. Serrano-Maillo must release more information about the procedure used to collect the sample and correct the language used before his research can be considered seriously.
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