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their homes have been crime victims. They can 
ask individuals if they have committed crimes. 
They can observe people in a natural setting to 
witness crimes being committed. Researchers 
can enter prisons and jails and ask inmates about 
the crimes they committed. Or they can gather 
official reports from police or other authorities 
to make a determination about the extent and 
nature of crime. When it comes to measuring the 
extent and nature of crime for the nation, two of 
these methods are used: gathering data from offi-
cial law enforcement records and asking people if 
they have been victims of crimes.

These methods represent the efforts of the 
two bureaus in the Department of Justice (DOJ) 
charged with (among other things) gather-
ing crime data. One DOJ bureau that collects a 
wide variety of crime data is the Federal Bureau 
of Investigation (FBI).1 Estimates of crime in 
the United States reported by the FBI are found 
in the Uniform Crime Reports (UCR),2 the 
Supplementary Homicide Reports (SHR),3 and 

the National Incident-Based Reporting System (NIBRS).4 Crime data gathered by the FBI 
are gathered directly from law enforcement agencies, which submit it voluntarily.

The Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS)5 is another DOJ bureau that gathers a wide variety 
of national crime data. Most notably for efforts related to estimating the nature and extent 
of violent and property victimization in the United States, BJS sponsors the National Crime 
Victimization Survey (NCVS).6 This work has enhanced our knowledge about who victims of 
crime are, the characteristics of crime, and the characteristics of offenders according to victims.

MEASURING VIOLENT AND  
PROPERTY CRIME

FBI Measurement of Crime
Ask a member of the public about the role of the FBI, and the response will likely focus 

on the bureau’s crime-fighting responsibilities. Others may comment on the FBI’s relatively 
new terrorist-fighting duties. A lesser known but valuable responsibility of the FBI is as the 
collector, analyzer, and archiver of crime data through the Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) 
Program. The UCR Program represents the nation’s oldest unified national crime data collec-
tion effort.7 Prior to this program, there was a long history of crime data collection in numer-
ous jurisdictions using an assortment of definitions for a variety of crimes (see Figure 2.1). 
Gathering data in this fashion was problematic because no two jurisdictions or states defined 
crimes or collected information in a standardized way. As a result, one could neither aggre-
gate the existing crime data in any meaningful way nor make comparisons across jurisdic-
tions or over time within one jurisdiction. What was needed was a uniform system to gather 
crime data using the same (i.e., uniform) definitions for a standardized set of crimes. This 
uniformity was necessary, as jurisdictions then and now differ in terms of statutory defini-
tions and elements of crime.

In 1790 when the DOJ was established, Congress mandated that it report on crime statis-
tics. The actual act of uniformly reporting crime information took much longer and occurred 
outside the purview of the DOJ. In the mid-1800s, some of the first documented appeals 
for unified national crime data gathering were made. Widely cited are calls for this activ-
ity at the convention of the National Police Association (later known as the International 
Association of Chiefs of Police [IACP])8 during a meeting in St. Louis. Approximately 50 years 

Uniform Crime Reports 
(UCR): This program, 
started by the International 
Association of Chiefs of 
Police and then moved 
under the umbrella of 
the FBI in 1929, is a 
compilation of crime data.

Supplementary 
Homicide Reports 
(SHR): Supplemental 
reports to the FBI’s 
Uniform Crime Reporting 
System that gather details 
about homicides in the 
United States, including 
information about offenders, 
victims, and incidents.

National Incident-Based 
Reporting System 
(NIBRS): A large and 
complex national data 
collection system designed 
to gather incident-based 
crime information from 
law enforcement.

National Crime 
Victimization Survey 
(NCVS): A nationally 
representative survey 
of victims of property 
and personal violence 
in the United States.
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The J. Edgar Hoover Building in Washington, DC, is the FBI headquarters. A 

little-known but vitally important role of the FBI is to collect crime data. What 

type of crime data do you think the FBI should be gathering?
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