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Introduction

The lived experiences of real people are often lost in discussions about criminal 
justice. Texts and teaching too frequently focus exclusively on criminal justice pro-
cedures or on macro-level systems. Such conversations lose sight of and devalue the 
impact of systems on real people; the experiences of victims, offenders, and various 
criminal justice workers often become obscured in policy debates, system reform 
efforts, and even in criminal justice education. The result of this loss of focus on real 
people can lead to various forms of dehumanization.

This dehumanization is endemic not only in criminal justice systems, but has 
become an unfortunate trend in human services in general. The medicalization of 
social problems, the current trend toward evidence-based practice, and the increas-
ing encroachment of privatization have all contributed to a minimization of the lived 
experiences of diverse populations and how they experience criminal justice systems.

This book is different; it presents the lived experiences of real people as they engage 
with and are engaged by the criminal justice system. It teaches a holistic approach to 
the study of criminal justice while still providing the nuts and bolts of the field need-
ed in introductory classes. Toward this end, this book presents personal narratives of 
human beings as they navigate the various roles of the criminal justice system. These 
include  perpetrators, victims, workers, and other roles. Between 2013 and 2023 we 
solicited over 30 narratives, which we present in the next thirteen chapters.

Narratives from officers working throughout the criminal justice system are in-
cluded, and they detail why individuals entered into their chosen fields, the paths 
they took to get there, and the rewards and pitfalls of their chosen careers. Other 
narratives explain the plight of individuals who have been subjected to the system in 
some way. Other narratives highlight success stories from individuals who were pro-
cessed through the criminal justice system. While some of these individuals applaud 
the system for its role in shaping their successes, others provide negative accounts of 
their experience and instead highlight what they have done to succeed in life in spite 
of their encounters. The diversity of these narratives provides this text with depth, 
humanity, and real world relevance.

These real world experiences will help you consider the ways in which criminal 
justice actors influence and shape the lives of everyday people. Additionally, by the 
end of this textbook, you will understand that criminal justice systems also impact 
the lives of those who work within them. Finally, we hope that your engagement 
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with this book helps you to think about the ways you’ve personally been impacted 
by crime and criminal justice, and how these experiences have shaped your path to 
a criminal justice career.

alissa r. ackerman, ph.d.
meghan sacks, ph.d.

amy shlosberg, ph.d.
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