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Lecture 4A. Measuring Crime

Part I: Uniform Crime Reports (index 
crimes).

Part II. Self-Report Surveys 
Part III. Victim Surveys
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Part 1:  Uniform Crime Reports 
(UCR) 

1.) What is the UCR
2.) Collecting the UCR
3.) The Accuracy of the UCR
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1.) What is the Uniform Crime 
Report?

• Most widely cited source of aggregate 
criminal statistics  

• FBI compiles records from 16,000 police 
departments in the U.S. 

• Divided into index and non-index crimes



5



6

Non-Index Crimes (Part II Crimes)

• All crimes other than index crimes

• Examples:  Simple assault, forgery and 
counterfeiting, fraud, embezzlement, 
prostitution and commercialized vice, drug 
violations, offenses against family and 
children, DWI, liquor offenses, disorderly 
conduct. 
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2.) Collecting the UCR

• Each month, agencies report:
A.) counts of index crimes taken from victim 

complaints, officers who discovered them, 
and other sources (false cases are 
eliminated).

B.)  total crimes that were cleared:
a.) offender is arrested, charged, and 

prosecuted  or b.) arrest is impossible.
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How data are presented

• Raw figures (21, 597 murders occurred 
1995).

• Percent change in amount of crime 
between years. 

• Crime rates per 100,000 people
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Calculating Crime Rate 

Example: 18 homicides in a 
population of 50,000.

(18/50,000) * 100,000  =   
36 people per 100,000 
people. 
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3.) Accuracy of UCR: Reporting 
Practices 

• Many crimes are not reported by victims 
(fewer than 40%)

• “a private matter” ;  “nothing could be 
done”
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3.) Accuracy of UCR: Law 
enforcement practices

1.) Different recording practices 
2.) Variable definitions
3.) Systematic errors
4.) Deliberately falsifying crime reports 
5.) Professionalism and reporting techniques
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3.) Accuracy of UCR: 
Methodological Problems 

1.) Reports are voluntary and vary in accuracy
2.) Not all police departments submit reports
3.) For multiple crimes, only the most serious 

recorded
4.) Inconsistency of listing acts
5.) Definitions differ between FBI and 

departments 
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National Incident-Based 
Reporting

• Participating agencies will provide brief 
summary of individual incidents.  

• Information on type of incident, 
characteristics of victim and offender, types 
and value of property stolen and recovered, 
and characteristics of persons arrested in 
connection with a crime incident.
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Part II: Self-Report Surveys
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Self-Report Surveys

• Participants reveal information about their 
violations of the law

• Surveys administered in schools, prisons, 
homes, etc.  (anonymity is usually 
promised)
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Benefits of Self-Reports 

• Possible to estimate the number of people in the 
population who have committed illegal (or 
deviant) acts BUT NOT BEEN CAUGHT, and the 
frequency of their violations  (e.g., drug abuse).

• Additional measures taken (age, ethnicity, 
attitudes, behaviors, personal traits).  Facilitates 
testing of criminological theories. 
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Benefits of Self-reports cont.
• Do not depend on 

individuals being 
apprehended by 
police. 

• Evaluate if racial 
bias exists in the 
criminal justice 
system. 
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Accuracy of Self-Reports

• Do respondents admit, exaggerate, and forget their 
deviant and criminal acts?

• Problems of comparisons and tests of reliability 
and validity. However, problems are 
surmountable? 

• Problem of missing cases (e.g., students who do 
not go to school).
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Part III. Victim Surveys



28

Victim Surveys

• Surveys that ask respondents to report their 
encounters with criminals or criminal events

• First national survey in 1966 found that the 
number of criminal victimizations was far 
higher than previously believed. 
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National Crime Victimization 
Survey

• Government survey of about 56,000 
households and 120,000 individuals. 

• Households interviewed twice a year for 
three years about victimizations suffered.

• 90% completion rate and considered an 
unbiased sample. 
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Problems with NCVS

• Over reporting due to misinterpretation by 
victims (e.g., open door is a burglary). 

• Underreporting due to embarrassment, or 
forgetfulness. 

• Does not measure victims’ involvement in 
crime (e.g., drug use, murder)

• Sampling representative populations is 
problematic. 
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Part IV. Compatibility and 
Trends 
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Are Crime Statistics Sources 
Compatible?

• Each measure has strengths and weaknesses that 
results in different measures of crime.

• Although different, UCR and NCVS records 
similar trends and patterns (age, sex, and changes 
of crime rates through time).  

• Self-report data: Can serious offenders be sampled 
and their responses trusted?
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Trends from UCR Data 

• Crime rates increased gradually from 1933 
(when UCR started) until the 1960’s.  
Crime rates increased faster following 
1960’s through the 70’s and 80’s.  

• Crime rates have recently started to decline. 
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Victim Surveys

• About 40,000 million crimes occur each 
year 

• NCVS mirrors UCR trends of recent decline 
of crime rates 
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Self-Report Trends

• Illustrates that MANY people violate laws (most 
common self-report offences are truancy, alcohol 
abuse, false ID, fighting, marijuana, vandalism). 

• Drug and alcohol use increased in the 1970’s and 
leveled off in the 1980’s 

• No visible reduction in self-reported criminality
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Lecture 4B: Public Perceptions of 
Crime

• Video: Bowling for 
Columbine 
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Crime Viewed as a Massive 
Social Problem 

• In general, U.S. citizens are obsessed with 
the crime problem and are fearful

• This is somewhat unsurprising since crime 
has enormous costs on society.  National 
Institute of Justice estimates that the cost of 
crime (including pain, suffering, and loss of 
quality of life) is $450 billion dollars a year. 
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Mass Media Distorts the Public’s 
View of Crime 

• The media distort the volume of crime (murder 
.2% of crime, yet 26.2% of all newspaper reports 
of crime)

• The media distort crime trends over time. 

• The media distort the incidence of nonviolent 
crime  (theft 47% of crimes reported to police, yet 
only 4% of crimes in newspapers). 
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Perceptions of Neighborhood 
Crime, 1995

• From 1991 onwards, about 7% of 
households in a large national sample 
identified crime as a problem. 

• Trends in crime perceptions do not always 
match trends in crime rates as measured by 
victimization data. Although crime rates 
dropped from 1994 to 1995, crime 
perceptions remained constant. 
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Perceptions and Race

• In 1995, blacks were 2.5 times as likely 
than whites to say that crime is a major 
problem in their area. 

• However, the victimization data do not 
match up with this pattern very well; In 
1995, 27% of black households and 23% of 
white households reported one or more 
victimizations of crime. 
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Perceptions of Crime: Sample 
from the state of Florida 

http://www.criminology.fsu.edu/TA/fear/
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