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PUBLIC SURVEYS OF CRIME

REFORT OF A WORKSHOP' HELD AT SIDNEY SUSSEX COLLEGE, CAMERIDGE, 6.8 APRIL 1981

Introduction

This paper represents the formal record of the proceedings. However, it does

not attempt to follow discussion point by point. Rather, it groups points
together largely on a thematic basis.

2. The possibility of mounting a national crime survey in England and Wales has
been discussed within the Home Office on a number of occasions. The workshop was
convened to enable the Department to canvass g wide range of informed opinion

before reaching a final decision. A full list of participants is given at

Annex A and the programme is reproduced at B, Annexes C and D reproduce two

preliminary papers respectively by the Crime Policy Planning Unit, dealing with
the case for surveys, and by the Research Unit, outlining draft proposals.

These
papers, not formally tabled for discussion at the workshop,

starting point for a discussion of crime surveys in general. In what follows
e e e e e T Tl s . T

a distinction is made between crime surveys and the particular components of which

they are formed.

The purpose of Crime Surveys

3. The case for a victimisation component was perhaps most concisely put by

Dr Scarr of the US Department of Justice: victimisation surveys provided the

best available data for assessing the incidence of crime,

and governments there-
fore had some responsibility to use them. The contrast most usually made was

with official statistics of offences recorded by the police of the kind published

in England and Wales in the Criminal Statistiecs. It was accepted that the

Criminal Statistics were fuller and more carefully prepared than comparable dats
available in many other countries; for example, the US Uniform Crime Reports

(UCR) were said to be less reliable guides to police activity than their British

Counterparts. The drawbacks of all such statistics of recorded crime were well-

known and were outlined in the paper at Annex C: they were able to record only a

8mall proportion of thé crimes committed in society, and gave a distorted picture

of the real nature of crime both because certain categories of crime tended not
to be reported and by appearing to present as trends in criminal activity what
Might be to a greater or a lesser exten

t trends in public reporting or recording

' For example, the introduction of community policing methods might be

Accompanjed by an apparent rise in petty crime, and it was not possible to tell

from the statistics alone whether in fact more offences were being committed,

EEJEHLEEJE gave an instance of this from Dutch experience.

Statistics of recorded
rime had shown a decrease in cycle thefts;
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a victimisation survey had shown an increase during the same period and also a
 fall in the proportion of incidents reported to the police. Dr Bideriman made
the more subtle point that the Criminal Statistics were not able to distinguish
between serious and trivial crimes. The bulk of crimes reported to the police
‘were not, in fact, serious to victims, but-I;;;dents which might be much

more serious in their personal or for example financial consequences to the
victim went unrecorded. Similarly, although 1nd1v1dua11y much non-reported

crime was trivial, cumulatlvely it could be more important than that presented

R
in UCR data, and indeed reflective of serious social dislocation otherwise
overlooked by UCR data. -

4. Discussion pointed out, however, that the arguments for collecting data on
the incidence of victimisation did not all run in one direction. The
deficiencies in official statistics were already well known from a theoretical
point of view and scarcely justified the expense of a victim survey to give
them a sharp empirical edge. Victimisation surveys themselves had drawbacks.
They too might provide a distorted picture of crlme.i implicitly, by concerning
themselves only with offences whlch had 1dent1f1able 1nd1v1dual v1ct1ms, and

consequently under-representlng crlmes, for example of fraud agamnst corporate

bodié¢s, the incidence of which was much harder +to measure. In the discussion which
sought to weigh these conflicting viewpoints, some divergence between eriminologists
and administrators emerged. The criminologists seemed much readier to conclude '
that the advantages outweighed the drawbacks and that, bearing in mind how
dlstortlonsacould be remedled by a self—report component, the information a
victimisation survey could provide would JuStlfy'I;;;if in the long term.
Administrators on the other hand were more exacting in their search for immediate

and tangible benefits, or at least benefits with some more dlrect pollcy relevance.

5. As to surveying phenomena beyond victimisation, the Research Unit's draft

proposal (Annex D) had added to a v1ct1mlsat10n "core" a serles of components

e pE—

which could be linked to 1t deallng with risk; fear of crlme* use. of pollce

. services; and self—reported offending. The argument for 1ntrodu01ng such
comigg;gfs was that they could provide at a comparatlvely 1ow marglnal cost
a source of information about crime and public reactions to 1t not easily
available from other sources. Dr Skogan gave a list of examples:. knowledge
about the costs and impact of crime on victims; support networks; the
seriousness ofg;EE;nces or incidents; use of police and other services;

citizen behaviour; attitudes to and assessments of crime; and the geography

-




of crime.

6. The US %ederal Government's'survey, the National Crime Survey (NCS) dealt
e

only with victimisation and was preoccupied with the enumeratlon of 1n01dents.

It was published aﬁnually to promote comparison with the UCR. Other _surveys
tended to be broader in scope if more limited in population coverage. In the

U3, 1oca1 surveys had locked at fear of ¢rime, crime preventlon behaviour

and other issues. The Dutcﬁ\natlonal survey contained a v1ct1mlsat10n component

o reapat e

which was fixed and repeated, and a varlable component dealing with att1tudes or

other subaects which need not be repeated, In Canada, a survey had been under taken
but the results were not yet available (and mlghtmgg threatened by resource
restrictions). Like the Dutech survey, the Canadians had added compogggtg to a
victimisation survey which drew heavily on the NCS questlonnalréjmg;% in this

case 1nformat10n on victimisation was considered the least 1mportant objectlve

of the survejuéﬂawﬁés subordinated (because of its relevance to crime preventlon)
to components deallng with rlsk the impact of incidents on the victim in terms

of fear, loss of money and hlB work and 1nd1cators of the crlmlnal Justice

system's functlonlng - publlc attltudes, etc. One feature of the Canadlan

survey was that it was local, belng based on 10, OOO telephone interviews in

Vancouver: thls reflected the particular 01rcumstances of the Canadian criminal

justfgé system in which there were considerable regional variations.

7. Dr Skogan distinguished four '1evels‘ of 1nformat10n .about crime which

might be needed. The first 1eve1 was operational intelligence: factual
infof&é%lbn about q&gp and where crimes took place, of the kind which might
be useful to the police or the judiciary. A secondv}eygy, administratioq,
wag to E;A;ifh short-tern fo;ééagfé-of the management needs for exaﬁpie of
the police. Dr Skogaﬁ did not consider that crime surveys could usefully
provide information on either of these levels. But surveys were useful on
the thipgu;gyel, po%}ggmggégygﬁgnging - that is, more general questions
about treanﬂand_forecasts - for the executive and the legislature, and

cn the four£ﬁ;'which he‘called ‘enl{ghtenment', raising the level of public
consciousness and political debate. These were all asfects of the utility
of crime.sﬁrveys which were discussed further in the syndicate groups and

@re reported on variously below.
Police Uses

8. oOn Dr Skogan's analysis the police stood to gain least from a national
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crime survey. The s&ndicate whose remit was to examine this question tended
to confirm this, and so did, in plenary session, the police representétives.
One criticism that had been made of the American recorded crime statistics

was that they failed to include all the crimes which the public had reported.
Tt was maintained on behalf of the British police that they put great emphasis
on the accuracy of crime recording, and that the resulting data provided an
entirely adequate basis for cperations against crime. Although prepared to
acknowledge the shortcomings of the Criminal Statistics as a reflection of

the 'dark figure of crime', the police representatives nonetheless remained
sceptical about the ability of the victimisation core to supplement what they
already knew in any useful way. Any information on the first two of Dr Skogan's
levels would come too slowly to affect tactical management which had to be

assessed locally almost on a day to day basis.

9, Discussion of these views identified a feeling that there was some danger

of this position being overstated. Dr Teske, whe had bad some experience
working on the results of crime surveys with police in Texas, emphasised

that the police there had in fact gained considerably from the insights afforded

by crime surveys, and there was confirmation of this view from West Germany.

Dr Vader and Dr Steinhilper drew attention to ways in which survey findings

had led police to attach greater priority to crime prevention in their countries.

Dr vap Dijk said that in the Netherlands crime surveys had exposed dissatisfaction

with police services, reflected in declining reporting rates; the surveys had
induced the police to give priority to the small crimes which had escaped the
official statistics. It seemed that the image of the police was improving as
a result. The problem of trying to improve poiice effectiveness at a time
when police resources seemed unlikely to continue growing at former rates
could also benefit from the use of data gained from crime surveys. Overall,
however, it had to be agreed that although there might be advantages in a
national crime survey from a police standpoint they were not enough to

justify conducting one on those grounds alone.

Criminological Uses

10. The criminological community had a major interest in fresh information

about crime and the criminal justice system. Professor Cherns argued that

as in any social science it was desirable to get as close as possible to the
phenomena under consideration in order to measure them. At present crime
had to be measured through official statistics, which the phenomena reached

only if successfully reported and recorded. Yictimisation surveys gave an




-bpportunity of measuring crime from closer quarters and, it followed, with

. greate .
o a firm empirical base: c¢rime surveys would therefore fulfil a real need for

r accuracy. Others stressed that criminological theory often lacked

tinformation and could be used to test theoretical arguments which had been

put forward in the absence of hard data. They could provide a more detailed
explanation of why official statistics fell short of providing a complete

. picture. But there were methodological problems which should not be ignored.
The self-report component seemed to raise difficulties of interpretation, although
it would be helpful if it could be brought to illuminate the extent to which
victims of crimes were also offenders. Une of the more intriguing methodological
guestions was the extent to which the process of questioning in a survey
contributed to a victim's identification of himself as a victim; the question
was raised of whether it might not be possible to include in a survey a

component on the way surveys themselves operated on the mind of the respondent.

Crime surveys and criminal policy

41, Dr Scarr said at one point that the results of a survey would be of use

to anyone who had the job of apportioning resources to different agencies,

and this, of course, included those responsible for criminal policy. FProfessor
Bottoms, rapporteur for the relevant syndicate, took this further. He divided
the components desecribed in the Research Unit proposal into three groups: first,
components on victimisation and risks; second, fear of crime and use of police
services; and third, the self-report component. The syndicate agreed that
vietimisation surveys provided useful material for resource planning, but this
utility depended largely on the repetition of the survey at intervals to
identify trends. An enalysis at one particuler instant of the incidence of
¢rime would have comparatively littie to offer to criminal poliecy. Information

on risks and on correlates of victimisation would be of more immediate value

and would not need to be collected more than once. But it wes only when it
became possible to track the variations of incidence over time that surveys

would be really useful in this area.

12. Professor Bottoms' second group of components offered a consumer perspective
on crime and the criminal justice system. It was suggested that this information
wes also important to the formulation of criminal policy, but it did not need to

be repeated, as for example the Dutch had found by altering the questions they

asked in this general area. As to the third element, the self-report component




study, Dr Bottoms expressed scepticism, primaerily on the methodological grounds.

(See @lso paragraph 20 below,)

1%, Further discussion identified no insfant consensus. On the one hand,

there were those who thought that, although crime surveys would have no direct

or dramatic effect on criminal policy, they would provide data which could be

fed into policy discussions at many points where policy-mekers had currently to
rely on data from the Criminal Statistics; and it seemed possible that, if
victimisation data were not available, arguments based on the Criminal Statistics
might be used to support increased expenditure, for example on police manpower,
which would not otherwime be justifiable. (In addition, there had been important
direct effects on policy formulation, g US Congressional abandonment of a proposed
elderly victim support programme following demonstration that it was in fact the
young who ware at greater risk.) On the other hand, the impact of survey data
would be limited wince strictly they were relevant only to that proportlon of

police resources (less than 20%) devoted to invest1gat1ng recorded crime. In

—_— e U ——

. addltion "8t least in Fogland and Wale& it saemed that financial cutbacks were

likely to be more important determinanta of resource allocation in the near future
than statistical data from either victimisation surveys or police records. Further-
more, there wes a possibility thal information on consumer demand might raise
expectations of services which governments could not hope to fulfil, Finally,

there was again the guestion of whether the results ol a survey would make
contributions to criminal policy which could not be made already either through

the results of existing statistics or surveys or on a theoretical basis.

Crime surveys and public opinion

14, Here some strong claims had been made for crime. surveys, but here too
their practical impact seemed difficult to gauge. it was agreed that popular
conceptions of crime, particularly as reflected in the media, bore little
resemblance to the picture uncovered by crime surveys. By concentrating on the
statistics of recorded crime and on its most violent menifestations, the media
depicted a soclety growing steadily more lawless and unpleasant; but crime
surveys showed that most crime& were trivial and suggested that increases in
recorded cr1me often axaggerated and sometimes Talsified the real trends. It
had been argued thaL‘ ﬁuocessiully presented, crime surveys could serve to 1mprove
attitudes to crime and promote more realistic debate. There was plenty of
anecdotal evidencé tha{ this had happened in other countries. Dr Skogan claimed
that no US politician speaking of crime would any longer dare to rely on UCR

data, Dr van Dijk said that it was as a result uf the national crime survey that

the Dutch h&d come to realise that most crimnes were tr1v1al and amenable to szmple

pveventxve measures although 1t rﬂuld be doubted whether a crime survey was neceséﬁ

to bring such a change sbout. Dr Abrams drew an analogy with debates on poverty
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early in the century; when the issue had had.to be discussed in terma of the
relatively small number of people registered as paupers. The real nature of
the problem had not been recognised until other measures of poverty had been
developed; but it had been a slow process. If a comparable change were to

take place in discussions of crime, it might not therefore be expected immediately.

. 15. Telling as these points were, they did not amount to conclusive evidence

that a survey or surveys would have the desired effect on public opinion. It
was also difficult to show that it had been crime surveys that had brought
about undisputed changes in public opinion for example in America. The public
opinion syndicate came to the conclusion that too little was known about the

formatlon of public opinion to give an accurate prediction of the effect

a crime eurvey mlght have. There was not one homogeneous publlc but several,

and information had to pass through various channels before it reached the
public domain. It would be less 1mportant torwach the public at large than
the groups which influenced public debate and mediated opinions into society,
eg 1obbles, Pressure groups, even pollcy—makers and administrators. It
seemed likely that a crime survey would do this at least to some extent
though the processes whereby such groups formed views were again little
understood. In so far as effects might conceivably be traumatic - not
apparently the usual experience - they would be confined to the first survey
which would expose the prevalence of victimisation: they would be lessened
on repeats, which might show that rises in crime had not been as bad as
everyone had supposed, But in each case, it was clear there would need to

be careful presentation and commentary.

16. In this and other contexts several speakers suggested that it was
important to present the results of a survey to promote comparisecn with
racorded crlme statlstlcs. An important aspect of current work on the NCS
was the 1mprovement of comparablllty w1th the UCR, and in the Netherlands

victimisation rates were avallable six months after the end of the relevant

year, several months before recorded crime statistics were published.

Regeats

17. The Research Unit's proposal, whilst mentioning the possibility of
repeating the initial survey, possibly every three or five years, did not
discuss the issue of repeats at any great length. In discussion, however,

one view expressed repeatedly was that some of the effects of the victimisation




core of surveys would be lost without repetition, and repetition was certainly
regarded as an important feature of both the US and Dutch surveys. There were
two principal arguments. First, certain data - trends - could only be derived
after repeats. In discussing the effects of a survey on criminal policy and
on public opinion, it was agreed that data on trends were potentially more

* valuable than simple incidence data., A single survey might have only the
negative effect of exaggerating fears of the prevalence of crime, Répeats
would indicate whether, for example, crime was increasing as quickly as supposed.
Secondly, it was argued that if surveys were to have an impact as a serious
data source they needed to be published as a series on the same basis as
statistics of recorded crime. In the US, for example, the UCR continued but
regulgrlylaccompanied by the NCS data so that the two pictures of crime, each
throwing light on the other,could be seen side by side. -Similar arrangements

were in hand. in Holland.

National versus local surveys

18. A further question not fully explored in the background papers was

whether the objectives of a national crime survey might not be equally well
served by local projects. Previous crime surveys in this country had been
undertaken 65'5‘16251 basis, and it might be argued that, apart from victimisa-
tion, further local projects might examine the issues listed in the Research
Unit paper. The Canadian survey was based as already mentioned on 10,000
households in Vancouver; in deseribing this survey, Mr Evans drew attention

to gome of the advantages of local surveys, which could provide information

on the first two levels which”D}'Skogan had said a national survey could not
influence. Besides, a local survey could locate crime phenomena in the

community mach more accurately than a national survey which would of necessity
deal with“ﬁéﬂ§ different kinds of socisal organisation., The police representatives
agreed that they might find local surveys a useful source of tactical intelligence
provided the material was up to date and in sufficient detail. An example of

a survey with clear implications for policing had been carried out in Sheffield -

E P

implications which the police had taken up.

19, It was difficult to dispute that local projects might not in some
respects do as well as or hetter than some of the proposed components of

the crime survey. But victimisation data had to be provided nationally if

they were to be put to the uses which had been identified; in particular, local

data suffered from the important defect that it was impossible to generalise




credibly from them. 1If it were decided that a national victimisation survey
was worthwhile for its own sake, additional components potentially of more
direct interest to the police could be included, as already stated, at low

extra cost.

Self-reported offending

20. The most controversial element of the survey was the proposal to ask
respondents about offences which they themselves had committed. 4 self-report
study would be the only way of traciﬁé-heriéin crimes such aé shoplifting and
employee theft which would not be picked up by a victimisation survey. But
doubts were expressed about the wliability of the data produced. It was
suggested that the presence of a seifFrépoft component might deter respondents
who would otherwise have co-operated with the victimisation component, or at
least, that the presence of a self-report component and its possible effect

on respondent behaviour might be held to invalidate the victimisation component.

Problems of confidentiality were also seen as matters for concern.

2%, Dr Clarke said that there had been some experience eg in the Sparks
survey of combining self-reported offending with other questions, and that
there seemed io be no inseparable methodological or other obstacles., It was
in fact a potentially fruitful area, providing information both on the
prevalence of offending and on the relationship between offending and
victimiségion;“WA_ﬁilof study on self-report was alréady under way and

Bocial and Community Planning Research, who were emducting it, had overcome
the problem of confidentiality by tearing off the respondent's identification
from the form in his presence at the end of the interview. A better informed
Judgement could perhaps walt on experience with the pilot. Preliminary results
suggested, however, that objections to the relatively novel employment of the

technique with adults in Britain were somewhat exaggerated.

Conclusion

22, Summing up at the concluding session, Mr Brennan said that several points
had emerged very strongly from the discussion. If there were to be a survey,

it should be national; it should contain a core section including the victimisa-
tion component, which should be repeated at intervals yet to be decided, and &
variable section; and the variable section might or might not include a smelf-
report component, the importance of which lay in its capacity to redress

distortions inherent in surveying victims alone. The sense of the workshop




seemed to be that a survey should go ahead, but that was a decigion which would
nave to be taken elsewhere. In the meantime, the worlshop had served to

raise discussion to a more informed level and he therefore cordially thanked
the participants, especially those who had come from abroad, for their

contributions.

Crime Policy Planning Unit
Home Office
June 1981
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