CRIME STATISTICS FOR DECISIONMAKING

The law enforcement community has an ever-increasing need for timely and accurate data for a variety of purposes such as planning, budget formulation, resource allocation, assessment of police performance, and the evaluation of experimental programs.  The information in this section focuses on the use, method of computation, and limitations of basic crime indicators employed by the Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) Program.  These indicators can aid law enforcement administrators in the performance of their duties and serve as forerunners for the implementation of more sophisticated analytical tools.

Volume, rate, and trend are basic crime indicators used in the UCR Program.  Each statistic provides a different perspective of the crime experience known to law enforcement officials.
Volume

Crime volume is a basic indicator of the frequency of known criminal activity.  In analyzing offense data, the user should be aware that a UCR volume indicator does not represent the actual number of crimes committed; rather, it represents the number of reported offenses.  With respect to murder and nonnegligent manslaughter, forcible rape, and aggravated assault, it represents the number of known victims.  For robbery, burglary, larceny-theft, motor vehicle theft, and arson, it represents the number of known incidents.  The crimes are divided into two components:  violent and property crimes.  The violent crime total includes murder and nonnegligent manslaughter, forcible rape, robbery, and aggravated assault, while the property crime total encompasses burglary, larceny-theft, motor vehicle theft, and arson.
Offense and arrest rates

Crime rates are indicators of reported crime activity standardized by population.  They are more refined indicators for comparative purposes than are volume figures.  The UCR Program provides three types of crime rates:  offense rates, arrest rates, and clearance rates.

An offense rate, or crime rate, defined as the number of offenses per 100,000 population, is derived by first dividing a jurisdiction’s population by 100,000 and then dividing the number of offenses by the resulting figure.  Crime or arrest rates are derived from law enforcement agencies for which 12 months of complete offense or arrest data have been submitted.  
Example:
a.  Population for jurisdiction, 75,000

b.  Number of known burglaries for jurisdiction for a year, 215

Divide 75,000 by 100,000 = .75

Divide 215 by .75 = 286.7

The burglary rate is 286.7 per 100,000 inhabitants.

The number .75 can now be divided into the totals of any offense category to produce a crime rate for that offense.  The same procedure may be used to obtain arrest rates per 100,000 inhabitants.

Clearance rates

A clearance rate differs conceptually from a crime or arrest rate in that both the numerator and denominator constitute the same unit of count (i.e., crimes).  Unlike a crime or arrest rate, a clearance rate represents percentage data.  A clearance rate is, therefore, equivalent to the percentage of crime cleared.  

The percentage of crimes cleared by arrest and exceptional means (i.e., clearance rate) is obtained first by dividing the number of offenses cleared by the number of offenses known and then multiplying the resulting figure by 100.

Example:

a.  Number of clearances in robbery, 38

b.  Number of total robberies, 72

Divide 38 by 72 = .528
Multiply .528 x 100 = 52.8 percent
The clearance rate for robbery is 52.8 percent.

Crime trends

Crime trend data from one period to the next are presented in the UCR Program’s annual report Crime in the United States and other UCR publications.  A crime trend represents the percentage change in crime based on data reported in a prior equivalent period.  These statistics play a prominent role for both offense and arrest analyses.  Trends can be computed for any time frame, such as months, quarters, or years.  The UCR Program employs two types of trend statistics:  volume trends and rate trends.  Local agencies can compute trends for a given offense for any period of time.

Trend computation requires two numbers representing the two comparable time frames.  In the example below, (earlier) represents the crime volume or rate for the first period or earlier period of comparison, and (later) represents the corresponding crime volume or rate for the second period or later period of comparison.  The trend is computed by first subtracting (earlier) from the (later), then dividing the difference by (earlier), and finally by multiplying the quotient by 100.  

Example:

a.  Murders in the jurisdiction for January through June, last year, 21

b.  Murders in the jurisdiction for January through June, this year, 29

Subtract:

 29

-21  

   8

Notice that “8” is an increase over the past year.

Divide 8 by 21 = .381

Always divide the difference by the total in the earlier time period.

Multiply .381 by 100 = 38.1 percent.

The volume trend in murder is an increase of 38.1 percent for the first 6 months of this year as compared to the first 6 months of the prior year.  Note that there can never be a decline of more than 100 percent.  Also, if the figure for a prior period is zero, a trend computation cannot be made.

This same computation will yield rate trends if rate figures are substituted for volume figures in the above formula.  

Law enforcement employee rates

Law enforcement employee rates are expressed as the number of employees per 1,000 inhabitants.  To compute such a rate, divide the jurisdiction’s population by 1,000 and divide the number of employees in the law enforcement agency by this number.

Example:

a.  The jurisdiction’s population, 75,000

b.  The agency’s number of employees, 102

Divide 75,000 by 1,000 = 75

Divide 102 by 75 = 1.36

The employee rate is 1.36 employees per 1,000 inhabitants.

Other indicators

Another commonly computed crime indicator is a population-at-risk rate.  In essence, a population-at-risk rate is a refined crime rate measured in units that are most inclined to be victimized.  The burglary rate based on the gross number of inhabitants may not be as accurate as a population-at-risk rate based on the number of units subject to be burglarized (residences and/or commercial establishments).  Below are some of the common indicators of population-at-risk rates for different offenses:

a.  Female Rape—The number of females 12 and older

	
	number of rapes
	

	Rate =
	number of females
	x 100,000

	
	12 and older
	


b.  Commercial burglary—the number of commercial establishments

	
	number of
	

	
	commercial burglaries
	

	Rate =
	number of
	x 100,000

	
	commercial establishments
	


c.  Residential burglary—the number of residences
	
	number of
	

	Rate =
	residential burglaries
	x 100,000

	
	number of residences
	


d.  Motor vehicle theft—the number of motor vehicle thefts per 100,000 registered vehicles

	
	number of
	

	
	motor vehicle thefts
	

	Rate = 

	number of
	x 100,000

	
	registered vehicles
	


Data limitations

When analyzing UCR statistics, direct agency-to-agency comparisons should be guarded against.  Such comparisons could be misleading unless demographic differences between jurisdictions are taken into account.  Every community has a unique social, ethnic, and economic configuration that may affect its crime statistics.  These dissimilarities may bias the results of any comparative analysis between agencies.  A jurisdiction’s crime situation is complex and cannot always be treated superficially as it might be in direct agency-to-agency comparisons.

In general, the decision to use any indicator for analysis purposes must be made with care.  The UCR indicators discussed previously have utility for law enforcement administrators; however, they must be used with caution.   No single indicator is a panacea for crime analysis.  Instead, decisions that law enforcement administrators are called upon to make require a multifaceted analytical approach.
