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Measuring criine: trends and coherence in crime statistics

John GC. Kester

I couperation witl the Research and Documentavion Centire of the Ministry of Jusrice,
Stunistics Netheviands fas remonitored for the period [980-1992 the trends in crime
prevalence and in the corresponding reactions af the criminal justice svstem, The
imvestigation compares data which stem from different sonrces and pavs special

attention to the colerence betweer findings.

l. Introduaction

in the Netherlands guthering inlormation on lhe Jevel. character and development of
crime patterns represents a long radition. Statistics on erimes hrought 16 justice and the
verdicts they lead to have been cumpiled lor uver a cenwry. In 1935 dala on
nutilicauons at the palice stannns slared 1© be registered centrally. [n 1the 19705 1he
exisling crime slalisucs were complemented by a reguiar Victim Survev in order to
approximate the “true’ crime rate even closer.

Survey response. potice records amd procedural regisiers have thus become the three
main spurces for dala on crime rates and the response of the penal system. Tagather they
cover all stages berween crime and punishment, from the effects to victims 1o the
ultimate court decisions. Since these sources involve separate approaches, different
aspects of the same phenamenan are measured. but the findings can be expected to
concur {e a certain exlent. In practice however the findings often do not seem 10
cotrespond. Discrepancies originate [rom differsuces in definitions. methodology and
stupe and lhey are inherent to the statistical sources (see Geerlaf, 1987).
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2. Per “ajectory

The available crime data refer to subsequent phases of the penal Irajectory, which runs

from initial criminal acts io finul verdicts and detention. [n theory the intermittent
measvrements can be schematized as fotlnws.

1, Phases of (he pensl irajectory

ALL CRIMINAL ACTS

Insirumenis MEASURED LEYFL OF CRIME

VYiclim
Survey

= victim lewres on {8 frequently ocearing tupes of crime
= propewtion of subsequent repuil <o he police
= proputivn of subsequent signed oificial repuns

- porlice reconded crommal acis

Pofice- - e cleared up
slol s —iraed sicpecs

= alficial reganis passed vn v ihe public

Qe gt

= numbmer f suspets i these repon g

- registered crimin coses
Crimmmal - o w._disposcid by the puhlic pros.
jusce - y.w thsmissal. Iransaction. erc
SatIMC —o w_disposzd al by junisdicton

—ow. verdict of guilly and
nther el cia.)
= 1¥pe Of punithiment

All acis punishable by law add up 10 total crime commined. The full level of lhese
indiciable affences may be obfuscated because victims are absent or unaware. For some
specific types of crime this is rather the rule than the exception, e.g. drunken driving and
drug abuse. Also tax and social security fraud and certain environmental offences tend 1o
be be underreported.

Crime becomes more measurable as soon as evidence can be obtained from discot
victims. Statistics Nelherlands vses its Victim Survey ta approximete a nation-wide
victimisation level. This sample survey covers the population of 15 years and over. The
questionnaire includes items which taily the experiences of respondenis with 16
frequently cccurming types of crime such as thell, vandalism. vislence and sexual
harassment. The aim is to quamiily the victim rates in the year hefore the survey and to
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unvei] pelice nol’ ion panierns. From 1980 onwards this survey way held imes.
The data are usey w estimate the wial number of criminal acts. crimes wporled to ihe
police and cnmes of which the notification is signed by the victim. The survey Focuses
on crime against privale persons: items on criminat acts against businesses and
msnunons are not inciuded. { Buiel, 19863

The Police Statisiics compilate pelice registration data such as crimes notified to and
recorded by the police. criminal cases inveshgated and solved. suspects wlentilied as
well as indictmem reports forwarded te the public prosecutar and the number of persons
inchnled in those reparcs. These slalistics use as a source integral enumeraticns recejved
from police unils, All types of crime ase covered. including murder and other less
trequent crimes. Excluded are those criminal cases deait wilh by special law
enforcing agencies e.g. relerring to economic criminal law and tax law (Van Kalleveen,
19492y,

The adminisiration of the public prosecution is the source for stutistical information on
their penal procedures and jurisdiction pattens The resuiting Crintined Juseice Steitistios
conlain data on ciiminal eases forwarded by the police and their subsequent disposal by
mosecution and judictal auchnniries.

The Victim Survey. Police Statistics and Crminal Justice Statistics each cover a
segtient of the penal tajectory. The number of cases dwindles in suhsequent phases.
also because these statistics approach different units of stanstical measurement. The
{ocus shifts from victims to offences and subsequently to suspectsioffenders. This
complicates the statistical coherence because an offence olten hus more victims and
ulfenders often commit more than one olfence. The opposite is also possible;
respondents twm out (o reler to more than ane victimisation and crime ofen is
perpeirated coliectively.

3. Trends

The Victim Sarvey

In the lirst five years of the period 1980-1992 the estimated toral number of crimes
increased from 3.8 million in 1980 to 6.9 million in 1984 ( + 16%). Alterwards the total
number of crimes stabilised. The number of criminal avts teporied (o the police and the
number of crimes in which an official report was signed grew taster. The number
reporied to the police fucreased from L8 million in 1980 to 2.2 million in 1992 (+23%).
The vomes for which an official report was signed increased even more, from 950
thowsand in 198tho 1.6 million in 1992 (+72%,).
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Palica Srapistics

Between 1980 and 1992 the number of recorded crimes rose by 80 percent. frowm 1.7
millien to 1.3 million. This suong increase mainly took place hefore 1985, Alter 1984
the number of recorded critmes was still growing but at a much slower pace. The number
of crimes cleared up by the police is more constant and even decreased a little in the last
few years. As a result the clearing rate fell from 30 percent in 1980 to 19 percent in
1992, The number of suspects and the number of persons in offictal reports passed on 10
the public prosecutor follow roughly the same trend as the nember of crimes cleared up.
In 1992 242 thousand crimes (19%) were cleared up.

Criminal Justice Staristics

In the [980s criminal cases were more [requenty followed by seme type of penal
proceduse. About 200 thousand cases were processed every year. The growih in the
number of transactions was spectacular. due to the 1983 extension of the possibility 1o
use this type of disposal. in 1990, 16 percent af all cases ended with a transaction.
Simultaneously with the growing number of transactions, the share of dismissals
decreased from 40 to 31 percent. About une third of all crimingl cases was brough
hefore a judge. of which 91 to 96 percent lcad to the verdict guilty. In the period
19821990 the number of persvas sentenced (o imprisonment was stable bul the average
penod of detention almaest doubled.

4. Coherence

In our analysis the coherence uf crime statistics is tesied by comnpuring irends. The focus is
on a Jdynamic comparison (developments) insteud of a siatic one (devels). In fact difTerences
in the aggregate levels as found in the various approaches are considered structural and
constani over time. The transitions however between the approaches can be compared.

* The estimated number of signed official reports as ound by the Victim Survey can he
juxiaposed o the number of putice recorded crimes as aggregated in the Police
Siatistics. This can be dore for all types of crime mentioned in the Survey items and
categarized in the source files of the Police administrations.

* The number of persons in the official reports which the police forward for prosecution.
0s aggregated in the Police Siatistics, are set alongside the number of criminal cases
registered by the public proseculor as reporied in the Criminat Fuslice Statistics.

The resufts (figure 1} show that the 19801982 period can be broken down inlo two
pans. Up to 1984 there is a rather strong increase in the number of crimes. After 1984
there is a more stable development. The hreaking-point in 1984 appedrs in all three statistics.
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Also a decrease of the dark nurnber (the unrecorded part of crime) can be found, The
share of crimes Tor which an official repart is signed increased from |6 percent of the
il number of crines tas surveyed) in 1980 10 24 percent in 1992, Lhis implics that
part of the increase n pulice recorded crimes is due to a better registeation by the police
instead of resulting from a rise in the 'real’ crime rare. Indications for a real rise would
have heen detected in the Victim Survey,
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rhe faor that the share of crime regisiered by the police ha*  -raased, does have an
une ed consequence for the evaluation of the ever decreasiuy clearing rate. Because
the mewly added crimes are mainly from calegories which are difficult to clear, an
increase in regisiered crme doesn’t automatically imply a subsequent growth in
ciearances, Thus cormputed on base of the nuinber of police recorded crimes the clearing
rate is decreasing. The number of clearances related o the (ruch higher} tolal estimated
nuinher of crimes, however, shows 1 more or Jess stable clearng rate (lipure 23,

The general rends as revealed in the dala of Police and Criminal Justice Statistics
concur quile coherently. The number of cases forwarded for prosecution is some 7
percent lower than the number of cniminal cases registered hy the public prosecutors,
This inconsisteacy stems partly from the fact thar criminal cases arrive there atso from
law enforcing agencies other than the regular poiice. The sther part may be atiributed to
fTaws in registering by the regular police.

2. Crimea clesred up, percemiages hased am Pollce stallsilcs and an Yictim Survey

T logaritmic scale

Bascd on Molice stanisins

MR- Rawd iin Vicum Survey

[X]
1

1 T T T T T T T 7 T T T T T
1R I9RE  I9R2 1993 1984 198BS IYRA  N9RT 1989 (0RO (vod 1991 I99?

v ee s .- REEESSION Curve

[[1] Neth. Dffic1al Sner - Winter 199

5. Categor il crime

When crime rates are broken dawn by main categories (figure 3-6) the lindings of
Viclnm Survey and Police Statistics agree especially on the impuct of property crimes. In
both approaches they predaminate and delermine the gerersl trend. The general
breaking-poine of 1984 is cleary due to the influence of propenty crime nimnbers.

Far uther calegories of crime the estimated number of signed reponts is mueh lower,
Because f the relative fow number of victims in the sample. rather broad confidence
intarvals have 1o be taken into account around the estimaies. For vandalism (malicious
damage) and {ur trafiic offences (hic-and-run accidents) the concurrence is reasonable.
UOnly for some years the Victim Survey uwends devime clearly Irom Ihe tremds as
surlacing in Police Statistics,

For violeat crime cateporics such as assaulisfthrents and  sexval harssment  the
conespondence is rather low. The Victim Survey uncovers a rather high prevalence of
vinlent crimmes. Nul elear is. however, what exacily is measured and how sertous the criminal
acts menlioned in the survey are compared with the violenr erimes recorded by the
palice. The estitate of the violent crime rale originating (rom the surveys may reflect
muore the perceived than the real prevalence of these crimes.

~ In the case of property crimes Police Statistics and Criminal justice statistics cencur alse

rather well (figure 7-10). Also the share of violent crimes tend 1o correspond relatively
well unnit in 1992 the rends start n diverge. For traffic offences the discrepancy
hetween police und public prosecution data is growing aver time.,

6. Crimein Ngures

Table | compares for the year 1992 the crime raes os derived from the three statstical
sources. This accounting scheme is based on balanced estimates. Intersections between
sources are juxtaposed. The number of criminal acts estirated from the survey response
diminishes greatly, because victims often do not go to the police. If they do in many cases no
official repert is made up. The Viclim Survey and the Folice statistics cotrespond on asbout
1.2 million crimes. Their discrepancy amounts to 0.4 million. This gap is in reality
somewhat larger hecause crimes against businesses and institutions do not surface as
much in the survey as in the Police Swtistics. Aboul 80 percent of the police recorded
crnimes are not cleared, (M the suspected offenders 40 thousand are not sent by the police
tr the public prosecutor. The other 200 thousand are registered by the public prusecutor.
The effectiveness of the police and justice apparatus can only be judged tentativily by
these findings. One influential circumstance is that aot all crimes are equally serious.
Minor offences such as bicycle thelt or vandalism twm up life size i the survey but do
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1. Cnmparison Vietim Surrey and Folice Statistics
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seldom "0 follow up. The opposite is rue for serions obfent Jey remain in lhe
trajectory. Alsu the units of measurement change in 1he course of the trajectory. The
perspective slides from nifenses 1o offenders. By hypothesizing a vne-to-one relation the
figures are made comparable. This is allowed because the overall Police figures show
that the number of cleared offences equals the number of suspects. Criminalngical
eesearch huwever indicates that a small number of offenders is responsible for most nf
the criminal acts. It may be that offcnders are caught and prosecuted anly for spme of
their crimes, leaving the others unprecessed. The criminal justice system leaves
therefore less offenders scor-free than the scheme indicates on first sight. The chance
that the police catches sameone for a single offence wnay be for instance five percent. In
the course of lwenty of such offences the chance 10 be caught at least one time is
increased 10 64% (1-(| 9»’20)2"‘ (Berghuis et al. 1994),

7. Evoaluniion

Comparison of the Ihree approaches leads to the comelusion that 4 zeneral
correspondence exists between crime statistics. In the period 1980- (992 trend patterus
for similar variables comespond, especially for the predominani categery of property crimes.

Table I Overlups and discrepancies between bereds ol Vicllin Sorvey estimates (¥3), Pallce Statlsikes iPSyand
Criminal hntice Statistiey (CJS), balanced, 1992+

v5 PS CIS
x| MM
Tueal 98 1.159 m
Only in Victim Survey
Mo repurted 4538
Noeepin tigned 514
Ditference V5 - PS am) CI5 42t
nVSand PS
Nix wsser) 1014 1006
M 1 b e prostunpr -l 1)

Only in Podive Stalisticy
N suspeei 1
N sent 1 the primecutor |

In VS, P5and CJS 146 146 196
InPS and C1§ 51 51
Iritference F5.CJS
in Y5 and C15 b 5
Only in CI5 9

*1 Supputed i thar ang oFfence equala one offerber. Included 3l inndictable oifences pcenrding o the Penad Ciate. Boad Diadlie
Adl. Drups Act snd Weapona and Munitions Acl. Exchuded Eeownmic OHienves Act. Fax Law, Miltwy Law and somc
cHher Acts.
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[n absolute figy  .here is sill a notable gap between survey based estin. L, of the
number of crimes efficially reported and signed and the number of crimes indicated by
e palice records, Alihough an underrepoerting by pmiice administrarrons Ny not be
excluded. the gap is most likely caused by overestimations inherem (o0 the shrvey
upproach due to definitory inconsistencies. double counting. mennry effects (furward
time telescoping} and inieraclion bias {suciaily desisable answers) eic,

Both Victim Survey and Police Statislics data can be used as crime rate indexes. [U's
important to bear in mind tha both approaches collect dara for dilfering purposes. trom
a ditfercnt perspective tretmspeciive memories vs. recorded entries) and on suhsequent
segments of the penal trajectory. One of the main reasons o itiale the Vicam Surveys
wis issatistaction with the manmer in which palice recordings are able 1o monitor crime
tevels, wends and patlerns. They fall shon if datailad tnsight is needed on rhe prevalence
af iminor criminai acis. Victim Surveys ailow for victimisation rare estimates prior 1o the
repurling and Fegisiering procedures in which public and police filer the occurrence ol
criminal acts. Survey lindings wre closer 1o the "ue’ cnme rate because Hie trtreporied
and unregssiered part of crime is aiso included. The puiice recorded crime reflects also
the police worktoad. The nunber of suspects they repart can be considered as palice
“productivn figure’. Compared 1o the Viclim Survey Police Statistics cover mare Lypes
of crime. As a rule the heavier crimes are more consistently registered than the less
serious types of crime.

The Victim Survey is a valuable compiement to the Police Statistics because it reveals
infonnation necessary for a proper judgement of the police data. When police data show
recorded crimes on the increase this may to a considerable exient be the resull of 3 more
exiraustive registration. It is worthwile realizing that police recorded crime cannot only
be rated 10 reflect criminal trends bur alsu the attiwde of the public and the pulice
lowards crime. Different factors may be invotved.

* Inthe 19805 a growing consciousness of the effects of crime on society stressed the
importance of registration in order 10 “visualise’ the crime problem.

* For pulicymaking recording cnime and police activities prew also in importance.
Automanon progranimes atlowed for a better measurcment vf police performance.
Resuiting figures were used to allacate manpower and meuns.

As revealed by the compurison with the Victim Survey the Police Statislics have hecome
imure exhaustive. Vis-a-vis the Criminal Juslice Statistics it can e concluded that police
qualificatians ol crime has been shilting aver time, especially in the case ol violent
chig, Police Statistics register a greater increase in the nwwre serivus cripe cilegories.
although the averall crime trends in both statistics run parallel. Bag-snatching. for
instance, appears in the presenst statistics mare often as violent theft while before polive
qualilied tkis event as a simple thefe, The Police Staristics wm ot therefure to overrats
the growth of the more serious crime catagories,
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B, 7 ~clusivn

This analysis first of all emphasizes the fact Lhat crime ligures and rates need to be
reviewed critically. There are various statistical approaches each having their own
scope, range and merits. The resulting statistics are limited and may suffer from some
serious wenknesses. Only parts of the crisninal acls in ‘true reality” can be detecied. The
approaches show a selective sensilivity to particular types of cime. Comparable remarks
have been made for crime statistics of England and Wales. Lewis (£992: {5) concludes:
'(...) sources are not altematives but rather complement each other. Even when they are
used topether we da not obrain anything tike a full picture of crime. Indeed, the situation
hag been likened 1o a dark stage with Iwa spotlights which illuminate part of the aclion
extremely well while nther areas remain in semi-glaom.”

It is also unportant to statisticians to clarify the crime ‘rate’. he is dealing with. 1I' the
Victim Survey or Police Statistics arc used ta index developments in crime. a series of
considerations has to be taken into account. For the sample-based Victim Survey it is
advisahle not to absolutize the estimated levels. For the recorded crime the fevel is also
influenced by changes in crime reponing and registration pracedures. To a large extent
these limitations are inherent tot critne statistics.

Mevertheless this analysis shows trends in crime statistics do concur, This (inding can be
used as a premise for further reaching aempts to coherently integram: crime sratistcs.

Several blind spots still rernain. The challenge of crime statistics is to arrtve a1 a mare
exicnded and integrated covernge of the field.
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