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multiple victim, offender, and incident characteristics and to link these components of a 
criminal incident.15 These advantages also hint at the enormous size of NIBRS data.

Like all data, the traditional SRS and NIBRS are imperfect. Easily forgotten is that both 
reflect only those crimes reported to the police. If the police fail to learn about a crime, it will 
not be measured in SRS or NIBRS. Research is clear that many crimes are not reported to the 
police. In fact, only about half of all violent crime comes to the attention of the police. A sec-
ond potential issue with SRS and NIBRS data is that they can be manipulated for political and 
other purposes given the data originate from law enforcement agencies. While data manip-
ulation by law enforcement officials is uncommon, it can happen and has happened. Third, 
because the SRS and NIBRS are voluntary, they are subject to a lack of reporting, or incomplete 
reporting, by participating law enforcement agencies. When crime data are not submitted, 
or the submitted data fail to meet the FBI’s guidelines for completeness and accuracy, the 
FBI imputes the missing crime data. Research suggests that the degree to which UCR data are 
imputed at the national level is sizable, varies by jurisdiction, and fluctuates year to year.16

An additional disadvantage of NIBRS, not shared by the SRS, is its limited coverage.17 
That is, while the SRS collects crime data from nearly all states, the District of Columbia, 
and U.S. territories, NIBRS coverage is narrower (Figure 2.2). As of 2008, data from 37% of 
law enforcement agencies found in 31 states, describing about 25% of the U.S. population, 
were represented in NIBRS. As recently as 2005, no agency covering a population of more 
than 1 million provided data to the NIBRS system, an issue referred to as “small agency bias.” 
In sum, NIBRS crime data fail to constitute a representative sample of the population, law 
enforcement agencies, or states.

Figure 2.2  n   �Map Showing NIBRS Coverage
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Given the coverage of NIBRS, do you feel it represents crime in the United States the same as, better than, or  

not as well as other data collection efforts?

Source: Data from the Justice Research and Statistics Association.




