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arrest, the FBI does not provide complete informa-
tion on how much crime there is in the United States. 
The UCR does not show most corporate crimes or 
white-collar crimes, and many street crimes are not 
reported for a host of reasons. Further, sometimes a 
crime reported to the police does not lead to an arrest, 
or an arrest is made but the case is never prosecuted 
in court, or a prosecutor will initiate prosecution but 
the case never comes to trial. A majority of cases end 
in plea bargains—a suspect agrees to plead guilty in 
exchange for being given a lesser charge, perhaps 
because the suspect expresses feelings of guilt, 
because the person does not have the resources to 
fight the charges with a good attorney, or because the 
suspect is willing to exchange information for a lighter 
sentence. The reduction in the number of cases at 
each level of the criminal justice system contributes to 
the difficulty of determining accurate crime rates.

Self-reporting surveys—asking individuals what 
criminal acts they have committed—provide another 
way to measure crime rates. Criminal participation sur-
veys typically focus on adolescents and their involve-
ment in delinquency. Victimization surveys ask people 
how much crime they have experienced. The Bureau 
of Justice Statistics carries out the National Crime 
Victimization Survey each year. The NCVS indicates 
that the tendency to report crime to the police varies 
by the type of crime, with violent victimizations having 
the highest reporting rate. 

Thinking Sociologically
Imagine that you work for the Bureau of Justice Sta-
tistics. Congress asks you to predict how many FBI 
agents will be needed to deal with different types of 
crime. How would you go about determining this, and 
what data sources might you use?

deviance. Depending on the level of analysis of the 
questions sociologists wish to study (micro, meso, or 
macro), they select the theory that best fits the data 
they find. In the following sections, we explore in more 
detail the micro-meso-macro connections as they 
apply to one manifestation of deviance—crime. This 
illustrates how the sociological imagination can be 
applied to deviance at each level in the social system.

Thinking Sociologically
Meso- and macro-level social forces can be even 
more powerful than micro-level forces in explain-
ing deviance. What might be the factors at the meso 
and macro levels that contribute to deviance such as 
prostitution or shoplifting? Pick a recent example of  
deviance now in the news. Which sociological theories 
help explain this deviant behavior?

CRIME AND INDIVIDUALS: 
MICRO-LEVEL ANALYSIS
In the United States, more than 2,800 acts are listed 
as federal crimes. These acts fall into several types of 
crime, some of which are discussed below. First, we 
consider how crime rates are measured.

How Much Crime Is There?
How do sociologists and law enforcement offi-
cials know how much crime occurs? Not all crime is 
reported to the police, and when crime is reported, 
the methods of collecting data may differ. Each coun-
try has its own methods of keeping crime records. For 
instance, the official record of crime in the United States 
is found in the U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation’s 
(FBI’s) Uniform Crime Reports (UCR). The FBI relies on 
information submitted voluntarily by law enforcement 
agencies and divides crimes into two categories: Type 
I and Type II offenses. Type I offenses, also known as 
FBI index crimes, include murder, forcible rape, rob-
bery, aggravated assault, burglary, larceny theft, motor 
vehicle theft, and arson. Type II offenses include fraud, 
simple assault, vandalism, driving under the influence 
of alcohol or drugs, and running away from home. In 
fact, there are hundreds of Type II crimes. Figure 6.3, 
the 2013 Crime Clock, summarizes UCR records on 
Type I offenses. To examine trends in crime, social sci-
entists calculate a rate of crime, usually per 100,000.

Although the UCR data provide a picture of how 
much crime gets reported to the police and leads to 

FIGURE 6.3  2013 Crime Clock

Source: U.S. Department of Justice 2014.

A Violent Crime occurred every 27.1 seconds

One Murder every 37.0 minutes

One Forcible Rape every 6.6 minutes

One Robbery every 1.5 minutes

One Aggravated Assault every 43.5 seconds

A Property Crime occurred every 3.7 seconds 

One Burglary every 16.4 seconds

One Larceny Theft every 5.3 seconds

One Motor Vehicle Theft every 45.1 seconds 

Reality vs. Perception of Crime Rates in the U.S.




