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Because one of the major purposes of the NCVS was 
to serve as a benchmark for UCR SRS, in order to pro-
vide statistics on the proportion of crime not reported 
to police (i.e., the dark figure of crime), the victimiza-
tions measured by the NCVS are almost analogous to 
the Part I crimes measured by the traditional UCR SRS 
program in the early 1970s.31 Currently, NCVS criminal 
offenses measured include the following:

•• rape

•• sexual assault (added during the major 1992 
redesign)

•• robbery

•• aggravated assault

•• simple assault

•• pocket-picking and purse-snatching

•• burglary

•• motor vehicle theft

•• property theft

The NCVS benefits from continual scrutiny.32 During 2007 and 2008, for example, 
the Committee on National Statistics, in cooperation with the Committee on Law and 
Justice, reviewed the NCVS to consider options for improvement.33 This need for review 
grew based on evidence that the effectiveness of the NCVS recently had been undermined 
given the demands of conducting an expensive survey in a continued flat-line budgetary 
environment. Based on this long-term environment, BJS had been forced to implement 
many cost-saving strategies, including multiple sample cuts over time. The committee 
noted that the result of repeated deep sample cuts (in conjunction with falling crime 
rates) created a sample size in which only a year-to-year change of 8% or greater was con-
sidered statistically different. The panel concluded that the NCVS as it existed at the time 
it was reviewed by the committee was unable to achieve its legislatively mandated goal 
of collecting and analyzing crime victimization data.34 In addition, as technology moved 
forward, the NCVS was left behind and was the last paper-and-pencil survey collected by 
the Census Bureau. This outdated mode made changing and updating difficult. The review 
panel provided multiple recommendations regarding a redesign of the NCVS that are cur-
rently being studied and implemented. It remains unclear what a redesign of the NCVS 
will entail.

Though imperfect, NCVS data are valuable. An advantage of the NCVS is that it 
provides data on reported and unreported crimes. The survey continues to provide esti-
mates of the proportion of crime that is and is not reported to the police. Furthermore, 
it allows the assessment of variation in the degree to which crime is committed against 
particular groups of victims. A second advantage of the NCVS is that its data offer a wide 
range of criminal victimization details, including information about crime victims (e.g., 
age, gender, race, Hispanic origin, marital status, income, educational level), criminal 
offenders (e.g., gender, race, approximate age, drug and alcohol use, victim-offender 
relationship), and the context of the crime (e.g., time and place of occurrence, use of 
weapons, nature of injury, economic consequences). A third advantage of the NCVS is 
its high response rates. In 2014, for example, NCVS response rates were 84% for housing 
units and 87% for persons. Obtaining such high response rates is exceedingly rare. A 
fourth advantage of the NCVS is that it has been ongoing for decades, allowing mean-
ingful long-term trend analysis and the ability to aggregate data in an effort to study 
difficult-to-measure crimes such as rape and violence against relatively small popula-
tions, such as American Indians.

Reporting crime to the police is a vitally important task, yet for 

most crime, only a small percentage is reported by individuals. The 

police learn of crimes in other ways given technology. For example, 

in many cities, police are informed of a possible crime involving a 

firearm through Shotspotter technology. Shotspotter uses highly 

sophisticated microphones to detect the sound of gunshots and 

send a signal to dispatchers.
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