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Today, the NCVS is the nation’s primary source of 
information about the frequency, characteristics, and 
consequences of violent victimization against persons 
age 12 and older and property victimization against U.S. 
households. Extant understanding of nonfatal crime in 
the United States comes from more than 40 years of 
data collected from the NCS and the NCVS. Researchers 
use these data to identify amounts of and trends of vic-
timization in general and for particular groups of vic-
tims, such as women, African Americans, the elderly, 
rural inhabitants, and the poor. Data from the surveys 
allow the identification of victim-offender relationships 
and how victimization differs across groups, over time, 
across characteristics, and by type of crime. The data 
provide an understanding of the extent of armed and 
unarmed violence, the rate of injuries resulting from 
violence, resistance used by victims, whether the resis-
tance was helpful or harmful, the monetary value of 
items taken, service providers used following victim-
ization, and interaction with the police and other ele-
ments of the criminal justice system, just to name a few.

NCVS crime data are gathered from surveys administered throughout the year in person 
and over the phone at a sample of housing units in the United States. Housing units are 
selected using a stratified, multistage, cluster sample. The NCVS also is characterized by a 
rotating panel design, in which persons are interviewed every 6 months for a total of seven 
interviews, and a very large sample size. For example, in 2014, 158,090 persons age 12 or 
older in 90,390 housing units were interviewed for the NCVS.27 This methodology and proper 
use of the data mean that housing units in the sample are representative of all housing units 
in the nation, and the data provide a representative sample of noninstitutionalized individu-
als age 12 or older in the United States.

NCVS surveys are administered using two related instruments. The first instrument is 
the NCVS-1, which serves as a screening instrument.28 This instrument asks questions to 
determine whether a respondent was a victim of a threatened, an attempted, or a completed 
crime during the preceding 6 months. If the screening instrument uncovers a possible vic-
timization, a second incident-focused survey instrument is administered to gather detailed 
characteristics about each victimization revealed. These details include the victim charac-
teristics, offender characteristics, and characteristics of each incident. Details include, for 
example, the outcome of the victimization (completed, attempted); the time and location 
of the incident; the numbers of victims, bystanders, and offenders; victim demographics; 
victim-offender relationship; offender demographics; offender drug and/or alcohol use; gang 
membership; weapon presences; injuries sustained; medical attention received; police con-
tact; reasons for or against contacting the police; police response; victim retaliation; and 
success of retaliation.29

Aside from providing important information on victimization, details gathered using the 
NCVS-2,30 the incident instrument (see Form 2.3 for an example), are used in two important 
ways. First, detailed incident information is used to determine whether the incident described 
by the respondent was a crime the survey was gathering information about (i.e., an in-scope 
crime). Second, if that incident was deemed an in-scope crime, the type of crime that occurred 
is established. Neither the field representative nor the survey respondent makes assessments 
about whether a crime occurred or about the type of crime. Rather, these determinations are 
made using incident details during data processing at the Census Bureau, the agency respon-
sible for collecting the NCVS data on behalf of BJS. This methodology ensures consistency in 
identification of in-scope victimizations and the types of crimes across respondents and field 
representatives.

Gathering information directly from crime victims offers 

advantages not found in police administration data. What 

advantages might victims offer? What disadvantages?
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