THE POLLS—A REVIEW
THE NATIONAL CRIME SURVEY REDESIGN
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The National Crime Survey (NCS) provides estimates of the level of
criminal victimization in the United States and information on the de-
tailed characteristics of crime incidents and victims. It is sponsored by
the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) of the U.S. Department of Justice
and conducted by the Census Bureau’s Crime Surveys Branch. There
are a number of interesting methodological features of the NCS, many
of which are examined in a recent report on the survey from BJS. The
NCS is a retrospective survey; like studies of voting behavior, spells of
unemployment, and episodes of ill health, it poses a recall task and
relies upon the accuracy with which respondents can describe their
past experiences. The survey opens with a checklist designed to elicit
reports of recent encounters with crime, and proceeds to a set of de-
tailed questions for those who respond affirmatively. Most of the
18,000 or so NCS respondents each month have little to report, for
recent victimization is relatively infrequent and geographically concen-
trated. Thus, using a national sample to ferret out these few requires
that the survey be among the very largest conducted by the Census
Bureau. Cost considerations and some technical features of measuring
victimization also demand that the NCS be organized as a panel survey
as well.

Many of the methodological problems involved in fielding large ret-
rospective panel surveys are confounded with the topical content of
the NCS, for the distribution of criminal victimization turns out to be
closely linked to many of the sources of sampling and nonsampling
error which affect such surveys. Recognizing this, the launch of the
NCS in 1972 was preceded by a series of six pilot studies that tested
alternative questionnaire strategies, respondent selection procedures,
and sampling designs for the survey (reports of the studies are re-
printed in Lehnen and Skogan, 1981, 1985). This methodological
scrutiny continues; almost immediately after the NCS went into the
field it was reviewed by a panel convened by the National Research
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