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records on Type I offenses. To examine trends in crime, 
social scientists 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 arrest, the 
FBI does not provide complete information 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 that is 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 reduc-
tion 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 crim-
inal acts they have committed—provide another way to 
measure crime rates. Criminal participation surveys typi-
cally focus on adolescents and their involvement in delin-
quency. Victimization surveys ask people how much 
crime they have experienced. The Bureau of Justice 
Statistics carries out the National Crime Victimization 
Survey (NCVS) 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 
Statistics. 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?

Although differences in crime reports are often difficult 
to reconcile, each measurement instrument provides a dif-
ferent portion of the total picture of crime. By using several 
data-gathering techniques (triangulation), a more accurate 
picture of crime begins to emerge. All data-gathering tech-
niques indicate that the rate of violent and nonviolent crime 
in the United States has dropped since the mid-1990s, so we 
can be confident that the crime rate has really fallen. In 
1991, there were 758 violent crimes per 100,000 residents, 
but in 2014, that number was 365.5 (Statistica 2016c). (See 
Figure 6.5 for the trend line since 1995.)

Researchers have yet to come to a consensus as to why 
crime has declined. Some ideas now under review include 
the following:

•• Changing demographics: a decline in the num-
ber of young people (those most likely to commit 
crimes)

•• Rising rates of incarceration (though those rates 
have declined over the past few years)

•• New policing strategies, including computer-assisted 
planning and closer focus on gun use by youth

FIGURE 6.4  2014 Crime Clock
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