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The NCVS performs well for the purposes for 
which it was designed; however, as with all data, 
there are limitations.35 First, the NCVS is designed 
to generate national estimates of victimization. 
Because of this, the data cannot be used to esti-
mate crime at the state, county, or local level. In 
1996, a region variable was added to the NCVS 
data, enabling crime estimates for the Northeast, 
South, West, and Midwest. Furthermore, on rare 
occasions, special releases of NCVS data have pro-
vided insight into crime in major cities. Limited age  
coverage is a second limitation of the NCVS 
data, as eligible respondents must be age 12 or 
older. Because of this limitation, findings based 
on NCVS data are not generalizable to persons 
age 11 or younger. A third limitation relates to 
population coverage because those eligible to 
participate must live in a housing unit or group 
quarters. Persons who are crews of vessels, in 
institutions (e.g., prisons), members of the armed 
forces living in military barracks, and the homeless are excluded from the sample. 
This means that findings using NCVS data cannot be generalized to these popula-
tions. The fourth drawback is limited crime coverage. The NCVS collects data on 
the personal and property crimes listed above and excludes many other types of 
crimes. NCVS crimes tend to weigh heavily toward street crimes, excluding other 
crimes such as arson, crimes against businesses, stalking, vagrancy, embezzlement, 
and kidnapping.

NCVS data also are limited because of the sample. Like all surveys, the NCVS is 
subject to sampling and nonsampling error. Though every effort is taken to reduce 
error, some is inevitable. One source of nonsampling error stems from the inability 
of some respondents to recall in detail the crimes that occurred during the 6-month 
reference period. Some victims also may not report crimes committed by certain 
offenders (e.g., spouses). Others may simply forget about their victimizations. And 
still others may experience violence on a frequent basis and may not view each 
instance as important enough to report to an NCVS field representative. A final limi-
tation is associated with series victimizations.36 Series victimizations are defined 
as six or more similar but separate victimizations that a victim is unable to recall 
individually or describe individually in detail. Without detailed information on each 
incident, crime classification cannot occur, and the crime cannot be counted. In 
the past, series victimizations—regardless of how many times the victim stated they 
occurred—were counted as one crime. Clearly, this series protocol underestimates 
the actual rate of victimization. In 2012, the protocol for addressing series victim-
izations changed.37 Currently, it is standard to count as many crimes as the victim 
states occurred, up to a maximum of 10. The characteristics of the most recent crime 
are used to identify the nature of all of the crimes. This method may offer a better 
quantification of crimes, but it is unclear whether it reduces the accuracy of the 
qualitative nature of the crimes.

In the future, the NCVS may change dramatically. In 2008, a National Research Council 
panel recommended that the methodology be reviewed to identify changes that continue to 
provide cost-effective and reliable estimates. Although identifying what exactly will change 
would be premature, some ongoing methodological research hints at areas likely to change. 
Changes may include a redesign of the instruments to (a) improve information gathered on 
victims (e.g., citizenship, sexual orientation); (b) better measure crimes, including a long 
overdue improvement to questions focused on sexual violence; and (c) address issues related 
to topics such as fear of crime, perceptions of neighborhood disorder, and police perfor-
mance. Another change may provide state-level estimates of victimization, using modeling. 

The homeless are not represented in the NCVS. How might this 

limitation affect NCVS victimization rates? What is an efficient and 

cost-effective way to measure their level of victimization?

©
 iStockphoto.com/Steve Jacobs

series victimizations: 
Victimizations not discrete 

in nature, but ongoing 
with no defined starting 

and stopping point. Series 
victimizations present a 
conundrum in terms of 
the best way to count 

them. Common examples 
of series victimizations 

are intimate partner 
violence, bullying, and 

sex trafficking of minors.




