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‘Internationalizing’ Criminal Justice Research 
by Philip Bulman

Editor’s Note: NIJ recently added two experts to its International Center and moved  
it into the Director’s Office to raise the Center’s profile and ensure that it takes full 
advantage of technology and social sciences advances internationally. Because  
this issue of the NIJ Journal features two articles on international issues, we asked 
staff writer Philip Bulman to look at ways in which NIJ’s International Center is  
“internationalizing” the Institute’s research portfolios. 

When the Nat�onal Inst�tute of 
Just�ce (NIJ) set out to develop 
updated standards for portable X-

ray equ�pment used by bomb squads, Br�t�sh 
sc�ent�sts and eng�neers d�d most  
of the work.

“Explos�ves have no nat�onal�ty,” sa�d Chr�s 
T�llery, assoc�ate deputy d�rector for sc�ence 
and technology at NIJ. “Most countr�es have 
the same concerns.”

Because NIJ has close contact w�th the 
Br�t�sh Home Off�ce Sc�ent�f�c Development 
Branch, off�c�als on both s�des of the Atlant�c 
Ocean knew that Amer�can and Br�t�sh law 
enforcement agenc�es were �ndependently 
work�ng on s�m�lar projects. Th�s contact 

made �t poss�ble for the Amer�can effort  
to leverage the cons�derable exper�ence  
and expert�se developed by the Br�t�sh  
over decades. The collaborat�on �s a good 
example of how �nternat�onal efforts can  
ult�mately help U.S. state and local law 
enforcement agenc�es.

NIJ’s work �s �ncreas�ngly �nternat�onal �n 
scope. The Inst�tute supports partnersh�ps 
and projects w�th other nat�ons, collect�ng 
and shar�ng knowledge w�th researchers  
and work�ng together to develop new  
�nformat�on — all to benef�t U.S. state and 
local agenc�es. These partnersh�ps can also 
save one country from un�ntent�onally re�n-
vent�ng the wheel that another country has 
already developed.
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Technology development has been a fru�t-
ful f�eld for �nternat�onal law enforcement 
collaborat�ons, but many other efforts are 
under way as well. Cr�m�nal enterpr�ses 
work across borders �n such pursu�ts as drug 
and human traff�ck�ng. C�ndy Sm�th, ch�ef 
of NIJ’s Internat�onal Center, sa�d that �n 
cases for wh�ch the roots of cr�me may be 
overseas, Amer�can law enforcement orga-
n�zat�ons can ga�n �mportant �ns�ghts from 
research that �s not U.S.-myop�c. 

For many years, NIJ’s Internat�onal Center 
has funded research partnersh�ps �n coun-
tr�es where events were �nfluenc�ng cr�me 
�n the U.S. These partnersh�ps �nclude 
research �n El Salvador on the MS-13 gang, 
a Burmese project focused on drug smug-
gl�ng and a study of Ch�nese smugglers who 
helped people enter the U.S. �llegally.1 NIJ 
�s now expand�ng �ts Internat�onal Center to 
ensure that all of �ts research portfol�os con-
s�der what the U.S. cr�m�nal just�ce research  
commun�ty can learn from and share  
w�th other countr�es. 

Using International Knowledge  
to solve Local crime

Much of the Inst�tute’s �nternat�onal work 
helps U.S. state and local law enforcement 
agenc�es leverage the cr�m�nal just�ce solu-
t�ons that already have been d�scovered 
elsewhere. Regular contact w�th other coun-
tr�es can be cr�t�cal when address�ng such 
�ssues as the �llegal drug trade, terror�sm  
and human traff�ck�ng.

Forens�cs �s another area where �nterna-
t�onal contacts are fru�tful. M�ke Sheppo, 
ch�ef of NIJ’s Invest�gat�ve and Forens�c 
Sc�ences D�v�s�on, noted NIJ’s relat�onsh�p 
w�th Austral�a’s Nat�onal Inst�tute of Forens�c 
Sc�ence. A formal memorandum of under-
stand�ng between the two countr�es has 
g�ven researchers who are do�ng s�m�lar 
work an effect�ve way to share the�r  
f�nd�ngs, part�cularly �n the areas of  
process�ng damaged DNA and us�ng  
robot�cs �n cr�me laborator�es. The project 
has been so successful, Sheppo added,  
that �t �s expected to lead to other �nterna-
t�onal collaborat�ons, espec�ally among  
cr�me laborator�es.

Another benef�t of �nternat�onal collabora-
t�on �s learn�ng about �nnovat�ve programs 
that are emerg�ng overseas. For example, 
the U.S., wh�ch currently has the world’s 
h�ghest �ncarcerat�on rate, may benef�t from 
other countr�es’ exper�ences �n attempt-
�ng to reduce both cr�me and �ncarcerat�on 
rates. Sm�th offered another example of 
a Br�t�sh program that reported �mproved 
relat�onsh�ps between cr�me v�ct�ms and 
law enforcement after a pol�ce off�cer was 
ass�gned to follow every case through to 
conclus�on. 

sharing Information

Best pract�ces research flows �n both d�rec-
t�ons. For example, NIJ helped p�oneer the 
Arrestee Drug Abuse Mon�tor�ng (ADAM) 
program �n the U.S. Th�s voluntary drug-
test�ng program �n Amer�can ja�ls �dent�f�ed 
�mportant reg�onal var�at�ons �n drug abuse: 
Some areas were found to have h�gh rates 
of methamphetam�ne abuse, whereas 
coca�ne or hero�n abuse was more prevalent 
�n other reg�ons. 

The ADAM program helped state and local 
author�t�es focus on the w�dely abused 
drugs �n the�r reg�ons, sa�d Chr�st�ne 
Crossland, sen�or soc�al sc�ence analyst �n 
NIJ’s V�olence and V�ct�m�zat�on Research 
D�v�s�on. The program proved to be so suc-
cessful, she noted, that �t attracted attent�on 
overseas, wh�ch, �n turn, resulted �n NIJ’s 
techn�cal ass�stance �n sett�ng up s�m�lar  
programs �n Austral�a and the U.K.

Many pol�ce departments �n the U.S.  
now grapple w�th the threat of terror�sm  
�n add�t�on to deal�ng w�th convent�onal 
cr�mes, such as drug sales and burglar-
�es. Th�s, as so many state and local law 
enforcement agenc�es know, puts a stra�n 
on resources. In one project, NIJ brought 

For many years, NIJ’s International  
Center has funded research partnerships  
in countries where events were influencing  
crime in the U.S. 
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experts from c�t�es �n the U.S. and Israel 
together to share best pract�ces on how  
c�t�es can respond to terror�sm threats. Th�s 
collaborat�on, wh�ch culm�nated �n a ser�es  
of papers d�scuss�ng Israel� and Amer�can 
perspect�ves, w�ll result �n a book to be  
publ�shed later th�s year. 

Partnering With chinese 
Researchers

In the �nternat�onal arena, federal agen-
c�es often work together to offer expert�se 
to a fore�gn country. In one such project, 
NIJ teamed up w�th the Bureau of Just�ce 
Stat�st�cs and the Bureau of Pr�sons to work 
w�th profess�onals �n the People’s Republ�c 
of Ch�na. The project �ncludes the Un�vers�ty 
of Maryland and several Ch�nese un�vers�t�es 
that are work�ng to develop and set up an 
academ�c cr�m�nal just�ce curr�culum.

Many experts who have worked w�th 
partners �n Ch�na have remarked on that 
government’s comm�tment to ach�eve genu-
�ne reform �n �ts vast just�ce system. NIJ 
sen�or sc�ence adv�sor Edw�n Zedlewsk� sa�d 
that off�c�als and researchers �n Ch�na seem 
open to U.S. cr�m�nal just�ce expert�se and 
eager to learn from others by apply�ng �n 
Ch�na the best of what other systems have 
to offer. Th�s �s an �mportant opportun�ty for 
change, he added, because even modest 
�mprovements �n Ch�na’s vast just�ce system 
w�ll l�kely have s�gn�f�cant publ�c safety out-
comes for m�ll�ons of Ch�nese. 

Although many of NIJ’s �nternat�onal efforts 
�nvolve collaborat�ons w�th a s�ngle country, 
the Inst�tute also engages �n broad efforts, 
notably w�th the Un�ted Nat�ons Off�ce on 
Drugs and Cr�me. Headquartered �n V�enna, 
Austr�a, th�s off�ce focuses on research and 

techn�cal ass�stance that ass�sts member 
countr�es �n meet�ng the challenges of  
transnat�onal cr�me, such as terror�sm, cor-
rupt�on and drug traff�ck�ng. Zedlewsk� noted 
that NIJ, wh�ch �s one of 17 research �nst�-
tutes of the U.N., prov�des cr�m�nology and 
cr�m�nal just�ce expert�se as part of the U.S. 
State Department’s delegat�on to the annual 
U.N. Cr�me Comm�ss�on meet�ng. Also, as 
a member of the U.N. Programme Network 
Inst�tutes, wh�ch operates under the U.N.’s 
Cr�me Prevent�on Program, NIJ offers �nput 
on U.N. resolut�ons and related documents 
and prov�des delegates and experts for  
var�ous U.N. conferences.

The Inst�tute also takes part �n the Inter-
nat�onal Research D�rectors Consort�um, 
wh�ch �ncludes cr�m�nal just�ce research 
organ�zat�ons from Europe, Austral�a and 
New Zealand.

NIJ’s “�nternat�onal�zat�on” of �ts research  
portfol�os takes var�ous forms, depend�ng 
on the type and purpose of the project. For 
example, NIJ D�rector Dav�d Hagy sa�d that 
researchers plann�ng �nternat�onal projects 
may want to apply for a grant �n a spec�f�c 
top�c area. A top�c such as pr�son rad�cal-
�zat�on m�ght f�t �nto a correct�ons area, 
whereas a comparat�ve domest�c v�olence 
v�ct�m�zat�on project would be su�table for a 
domest�c v�olence sol�c�tat�on. 

The bottom l�ne, however, �s that NIJ’s �nter-
nat�onal�zat�on of �ts research portfol�os w�ll 
be so “�nv�s�ble” �n the f�eld that a bomb 
squad techn�c�an rush�ng off to an emer-
gency �n the Amer�can heartland probably 
w�ll not know that Br�t�sh sc�ent�sts helped 
develop the standards for a p�ece of equ�p-
ment he uses. But he may be able to do h�s 
job better as a result of th�s �nternat�onal 
shar�ng of knowledge.

NCJ 222902

Note

1. Characteristics of Chinese Human Smugglers, 
ava�lable at http://www.ncjrs.gov/pdff�les1/
n�j/204989.pdf.
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