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iv Redesign of the National Crime Survey 

Preface 

The National Crime Survey (NCS) 
was implemented in 1972 to provide 
data on the level of criminal victim
ization in the United States and to 
collect data on the characteristics of 
crime incidents and victims. 

After several years of experience 
with the survey and partly in 
response to an evaluation by the 
National Academy of Sciences (NAS), 
a multiyear effort to redesign the 
NCS was begun in 1979. 

This work should result in expanded 
information on the characteristics 
and consequences of crime victimi
zation, a more effective strategy for 
obtaining reports of crime incidents 
from respondents, adoption of 
Computer-Assisted Telephone Inter
viewing (CATI) technology, expanded 
use of supplements, and an improved 
ability to measure long-term aspects 
of victimization, including multiple 
victimization and extended contacts 
with the criminal justice system. 

Revisions are being carried out in 
two stages: The first set of changes 
was implemented in July 1986, and 
the second set is scheduled to begin 
phase-in early in 1989. 

'j 
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Introduction 

An extensive project to redesign the 
National Crime Survey (NCS) was 
undertaken in 1979 partly in response 
to an evaluation by the National 
Academy of Sciences (NAS) and partly 
as a result of an internal review by 
the National Criminal Justice Infor
mation and Statistics Service (NCJISS) 
of the Law Enforcement Assistance 
Administration (LEAA), the prede
cessor of the Bureau of Justice 
Statistics (BJS). The LEAA review 
included both an examination of the 
NCB (initially the National Victim
ization Survey) conducted by a panel 
of experts and a study of the util
ization of the victimization survey. 
The fruits of the resulting research 
and development effort are already 
evident in changes in the survey 
introduced in 1986; more comprehen
sive revisions will be implemented 
over the next several years. 

This paper is designed to give an 
overview of the redesign project. 
After providing background material 
on the NCS, the roots and organiza-' 
tion of the redesign project will be 
described. Important objectives and 
methodological issues will then be 
discussed, followed by descriptions 
of the redesign testing program and 
the major design changes that have 
been or will be adopted. The final 
section outlines the manner in which 
changes are being implemented. 

The NCS has been subjected to rigor
ous scrutiny over the course of the 
redesign project; the revised survey 
should provide much improved data 
on the dynamics and consequences of 
personal and household crime victim
ization in the United States. Because 
the redesign effort is still in its final 
phases, including an assessment of 
costs associated with changes, this 
document cannot provide the final 
word on changes to the survey; it 
also cannot do justice to the exten
sive work undertaken by the redesign 
project, BJS, and Census Bureau staff 
in support of this effort over a 5-year 
period. This document should pro
vide, however, a useful chronicle for 
those concerned with the issues 
investigated duHng the course of the 
project; the methods used to resolve 
these questions; and the cov,erage, 
organization, methodologies, and 
technologies of the revised NCS. 

Nes background 

The first victim surveys in the 
United States were carried out for 
the President's Commission on Law 
Enforcement and Administration of 
Justice in the mid-1960's. The 
Commission undertook these surveys 
for two primary reasons: 

• Inadequate data existed on the 
nature and consequences of victimi
zation, and 

• Measurement of the total volume 
of crime and of crime trends over 
time was extremely difficult with 
existing data bases. 

While the Commission lauded 
improvements In the FBI's Uniform 
Crime Reporting (UCR) program, it 
noted that measurement of C;:'ime 
with this series was confounded with 
the diligence of citizens in reporting 
crimes to the police and, in some 
instances, of police departments in 
reporting crimes to the U CR. 
Although a number of problems were 
identified in the Commission-spon
sored surveys, these data collections 
indicated that the amount of crime 
being committed in the United 
States was substantially higher than 
the amount detected by the U CR. 
The Commission recommended that 
a number of different crime Indi
cators be

1
developed to supplement 

the UCR and that a National 
Criminal Justice Statistics Center be 
established, both to gather data on a 
wide range of crime and criminal 
justice topics and to assist the States 
and localities in developing

2
high

quality statistical systems. 

Following the Commission's work, 
the U.S. Bureau of the Census con
vened a series of conferences in 1967 
and 1968 to assess the need for 
developing data collections dealing 
with law enforcement, courts, and 
corrections problems. The need for 
victimization data was a major.' con
cern for conference participants, and 
the development of a regular data 

1president's Commission on Law Enforcement 
and Administration of Justice, "Task Force 
Report: Crime and Its Impact-An 
Assessment" (Washington: USGPO, 1967), 
p.40. 

2!!lli!, pp. 123-37. 
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NCS background 

series was recommended for a variety 
of reasons. The conference report 
indicated that victimization data 
could: 
• provide an independent calibration 
for the UCR; 
• provide a measure of victim risk; 
• enable a shift in concentration in 
the criminal justice system from the 
offender to the victim; 
• provide an indicator of the crime 
problem outside those indicators 
generated by police activity; 
• serve as an index of changes in 
reporting behavior in the population; 
• provide an indicator of social 
"outlook" in the population as well as 
an indicator of society's definitions 
of crimes; 
• serve as a basis for the study of 
granting of compensation to victims; 
• serve as a statistic to determine 
the degree of involvement by the 
victim; and 
• serve as a measure of Publi~confi
dence in police effectiveness. 

3U•S• Department of Commerce, Bureau of 
the Census, "Report on National Needs for 
Criminal Justice Statistics" (Washington: 
USGPO, 1968), p. 53. 

2 Redesign of the National Crime Survey 

Preparation for the Nationai 
Crime Survey 

When the Law Enforcement Assist
ance Administration (LEAA) was 
established in 1968, statistical func
tions were incorporated into the 
enabling legislation (P.L. 90-351, 
Sec. 515b), and a Statistics Division 
was organized in 1969 to assume 
these responsibilities. Building on 
the experience and recommendations 
of the Crime Commission and the 
Census Bureau criminal justice 
statistics conferences, the LEAA 
Statistics Division began planning in 
that year to implement a National 
Victimization Survey (later renamed 
the National Crime Survey). The 
survey was conceived to satisfy two 
broad goals in providing information 
on the incidence of crime and its 
effect on victims. The first goal was 
to launch a time series tracing 
changes both in the incidence of 
crime and in the association of 
vat'ious descriptive attributes with 
criminal victimization. The second 
goal was to create a vehicle that 
would allow study of particular 
research questions related to 
criminal victimizations, such as the 
relationship of victims to offenders, 
the cost of crime, and the vulnera
bility of various types of individut'Js 
and businesses to victimization. The 
NCS was intended to complement 
information available from the FBI's 
Uniform Crime Reports (UCR) by 
collecting data on crimes not reported 
to the police and by providing more 
detailed information on victims and 
victimization incidents. 

The Statistics Division of LEAA had 
to resolve a number of methodolog
ical issues suggested by previous 
work. To reach decisions on these 
issues, the Census Bureau conducted 
a number of pilot studies in 1970 and 
1971. The earliest of these, in 
Washington, D.C., Baltimore, 
Maryland, and San Jose, California, 
comprised "reverse record check 
studies," in which known victims 
(identified through police records) 
were interviewed to test the ques
tionnaire. In addition, general 
population surveys were conducted in 
San Jose and Dayton, Ohio, at the 

same time as the San Jose reverse 
record check study. Reverse record 
check methodology was adopted for 
the early pilot studies because of the 
statistical rarity of crime victimiza
tion. Data bases developed with this 
methodology provided a far larger 
proportion of crime victims than 
could be obtained from general popu
lation surveys of similar size. 
Therefore, use of record check data 
enabled the Census Bureau to per
form statistically reliable testing of 
the questionnaire at relatively low 
cost. This methodology did present 
problems; it excluded nonreported 
crimes and included crimes against 
victims who did not reside in the 
sample area. Also, the sampling 
frame could not be implemented 
directly by the collecting agency and 
was only as accurate as the police 
reporting for the jurisdiction in 
question. To test and improve the 
adequacy of the questionnaire for 
measuring actual crime incidents, 
however, this method did prove quite 
adequate. 

In addition to these local tests, four 
victimization supplements were added 
to the Quarterly Household Survey 
(QHS), which was administered 
nationally in January and July of 1971 
and 1972. These supplements were 
intended both to give an indication of 
the sample size that would be needed 
to provide reliable estimates of 
criminal victimizations and to help 
resolve a number of methodological 
issues. Issues examined included the 
optimal length of the reference 
period for persons reporting inci
dents/victimizations, the need to 
bound NCS interviews with previously 
collected data, and the feasibility of 
using mail questionnaires for initial 
screening of crime incidents. The 
QHS interviewed only one respondent 
per household. However, the San 
Jose and Dayton field tests showed 
the superiority of collecting data 
from each household member, and 
this design was selected for the final 
version of the N CS. 



Resolution of early NCS 
methodological issues 

The tests listed above were intended 
to probe a number of unresolved 
problems in victim survey method
ology. Results from these tests had 
to be weighed against then-existing 
policy concerns and budgetary con
straints in reaching final design 
decisions for the NCS as originally 
implemented. The most salient of 
these issues are discussed below: 

The degree to which UCR crime 
classifications would be emulated 

Discussions on this topic dealt with 
the feasibility of reproducing UCR 
crime classifications and definitions 
and with the desirability of doing 
so. The NCS was designed to make 
an approximation of this classifica
tion possible because of the expeeta
tion that comparisons of the two 
series were inevitable. An error
free comparison has never been 
possible, however, due to differences 
in the scope of crimes covered by 
the two series, the at-risk popu
lations, and the modes of data 
collection. The NCS instrument was 
refined to develop a question 
sequence that would allow such a 
classification, without collecting 
massive amounts of data from the 
respondent. Victim and crime 
incident data provided in other 
sections of the questionnaire allow 
users to construct alternate 
classifications, if they desire. 

How to cope with erroneous recall of the 
date of a crime incident (telescoping) 

All retrospective surveys in which 
respondents are asked to report the 
occurrence of discrete events run 
the risk that respondents may inac
curately report the dates on which, 
or time periods over which, these 
events occurred. Events may be 
reported to have taken place more 
recently than they actually occurred 
(forward telescoping) or at an earlier 
time than the actual event (back
ward telescoping). To the extent 
that time-related analysis or the 
reporting of annual level and change 
estimates is important, techniques to 
reduce telescoping error must be 

developed. Because the NCS reverse 
record check studies provided both 
dates on which incidents were 
reported to the police and dates for 
the same incidents reported retro
spectively by respondents to survey 
interviewers, these data collections 
enabled researchers to study the 
extent and direction of the 
telescoping problem. 

Although both forward and backward 
telescoping were observed, forward 
telescoping was more typical; 
however, the extent and nature of 
telescoping varied depending on the 
type of crime. The strategy chosen 
to correct telescoping error was to 
"bound" each interview by the previ
ous interview. This procedure relies 
on the rotating panel design of the 
NCS sample, in which residents of a 
sampled housing location are inter
viewed seven times at fixed intervals 
and then retired from the sample. 
Bounding is accomplished by check
ing incidents reported in a particular 
interview against incidents reported 
in the previous interview and then 
deleting incidents that have been 
erroneously reported f.or the most 
recent reference periGI(). 

Al though this procedurle reduces 
telescoping and deals well with the 
more common problem lof forward 
telescoping out-of-scop(l incidents 
into the time frame or rt':!ference 
period covered by a partllcular inter
view, it does not totally (!liminate 
such error. It obviously does not 
detect (1) telescoping witihin a 
reference period or (2) incidents that 
have been backward telescoped either 
into or out of the referencte period. 
The first interviews at a household 
are also necessarily unbounded, and 
data collected during these 
interviews ai'e not used in NCS 
estimation, which increases NCS 
sampling variances. Also, if a new 
individual or a new household enters 
a sampled housing location dluring its 
time in sample, then the firs1t 
interviews obtained are unbounded. 
Under current procedures, tht~se 
unbounded interviews are used for 
estimation and are included in 
public-use data sets. Thus, wlhile the 
bounding of interviews reduoes the 
extent of telescoping, it does not 
completely eliminate it. 

The optimal length of reference period 
for recalling victimization incidents 

In addition to telescoping, memory 
decay may also produce errors in 
reporting victimization incidents. 
The more time passes between the 
occurrence of a crime incident and 
the date of interview, the less likely 
the victim is to report the victimi
zation to the NCS. (This effect, 
however, appears to be less 
pronounced for more serious crimes.) 
Although the effects of memory decay 
and forward telescoping within a 
reference period cannot be distin
guished in regular NCS data, record 
check data from pilot stUdies 
provided evidence of such an effect. 
The obvious solution is to minimize 
the length of the reference period to 
increase the salience of crime 
incidents in respondents' memories 
at the time of the interview. 

However, shorter reference periods 
place an added burden on the survey 
program. Compared to longer refer
ence periods, field costs will be 
greater over a given time period 
because more interviews will be 
collected during this interval. 
Alternatively, for a constant data 
collection budget, sample sizes 
would have to be reduced to 
accommodate a shorter reference 
period, thereby increasing standard 
errors and decreasing the likelihood 
of obtaining statistically reliable 
results in data analysis. 

Reference periods of 3, 6, and 12 
months were considered for the NCS, 
with telescoping and cost being the 
major factors in the choice of a 6-
month reference period. The 12-
month reference period was deemed 
acceptable only if the temporal 
placement of a crime incident was 
not an important consideration. A 
12-month period was also judged 
undesirable because collection of 
data on incidents occurring over a 
given time period would take con
siderably longer than with either of 
the other two reference period 
lengths. The 3-month reference 
period was also rejected because the 
amount of increased precision it 
would produce was insufficient, 
given the substantial increase in 

Redesign of the National Crime Survey 3 



Nes background 

costs it would entail. The alter
native of cutting sample size to 
offset these costs was judged 
unsatisfactory because it would 
reduce the reliability of estimates 
below an acceptable level. 

Strategies for maximizing accurate 
reporting of crime incidents 

In designing the N CS questionnaire, 
the need to obtain full reporting and 
description of crime incidents had to 
be balanced against the burden on 
respondents. With these consider
ations in mind, planners for the NCS 
decided to elicit reports on the 
occurrence of all eligible crime 
incidents at the beginning of the 
interview, when respondents were 
likely to be most interested and least 
fatigued. Detailed information on 
the characteristics of each incident 
would be collected subsequently. 

This initial "screening" has the 
advantage of focusing respondents on 
the task of recalling discrete events 
without distracting them by probing 
between victimization reports for 
the minutiae of each incident. This 
design also does not alert them to 
the number of incident-related ques
tions that they will be asked to 
answer for each incident reported. 
If these questions had been asked 
immediately after any mention of a 
crime incident, respondents would 
Undoubtedly have had an incentive to 
omit mention of other incidents they 
had experienced in order to minimize 
the length of the interview. 

In designing the screener section of 
the questionnaire, care also had to 
be exer-::ised to develop a set of 
questions that were thorough and 
prodded respondents' memories 
adequately, but that were not over
whelming in detail or in the time 
required to administer. One of the 
major goals of the field tests was to 
refine the screener to accommodate 
these two considerations. 

4 Redesign of the National Crime Survey 

Balancing the needfor reporting accuracy 
against difficulties in data collection 
to determine the optimum use 
of proxy interviewing 

Development of respondent rules for 
the survey entailed a number of con
sideratioIll!. Alternatively, the NCS 
could interview either all members 
of a household or a single individual 
who was available at the time of 
contact. Use of a single respondent 
would minimize field costs because 
repeated call-backs to interview 
absent household members would not 
be required. However, proxy data 
collected from such respondents for 
other household members might not 
be as accurate as data collected 
directly from these other individuals; 
clearly, a single household respond
ent might not be aware of the 
occurrence or details of victimi
zations against other household 
members. The effort to obtain data 
for each household member in turn 
might also prove fatiguing and lead 
to incomplete reporting. 

A controlled test was incorporated 
in to the San Jose and Dayton surveys 
to evaluate the relative advantages 
of these two approaches. In all 
households, screen questions dealing 
with household crimes were asked 
only once. However, in half the 
sampled households all residents 
were questioned regarding personal 
victimizations, While in the other 
half a single respondent was asked to 
report this information for all 
household members. Results showed 
that the method in which all eligible 
household members were interviewed 
yielded more reports of victimiza
tions. These differences varied by 
type of crime, with the more 
pronounced differences occurring for 
petty larcenies and assaults. 
Consequently, the final NCS design 
required interviews from a single 
household respondent for household 
crimes, and interviews from all 
respondents regarding personal 
victimizations. The only respondents 
for whom a complete proxy was re
quired were children ages 12 and 13. 

The most appropriate mode of data 
collection, that is, personal interviews 
vs. mail questionnaires 

The use of mail questionnaires to 
minimize field costs was considered 
before the NCS was implemented. 
An initial personal visit would be 
made to a household, but subsequent 
screening data would be collected by 
mail. Interviewers would be sent 
only to those households that indi
cated in the mail questionnaire that 
a crime victimization had occurred, 
and these interviewers would then 
collect detailed data on the inci
dent(s). Because a relatively small 
proportion of respondents report the 
incidence of a crime victimization in 
a given month, this strategy had 
potential for reducing data collec
tion co:>ts substantially. However, 
testing of this methodology was 
disappointing. Response rates were 
substantially lower than those 
achieved with personal interviewing, 
and the quality of data gathered by 
mail was also poor. The complexity 
of the NCS instrument and the need 
for high response rates led to the 
conclusion that data collection by 
mail was not a viable option. 
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Characteristics 
of the original NCS 

The NCg was inaugurated in July 1972 
and initially (!onsisted of three dis
tinct data collection programs: 

National Crime Panel 

This data series provided annual data 
on personal and household crimes and 
initially relied on a national sample 
of 72,000 households. A rotating 
panel design was adopted, which 
required seven successive interviews 
at a housing location at 6-month 
intervals. To provide an even 
workload, a sixth of the active 
sample was interviewed each month, 
and, when the sample matured, 
housing locations that had been in 
sample for seven interviews were 
replaced by new housing units for 
subsequent interviews. This is the 
only surviving data series from the 
original NCS program and is now 
known as the National Crime Survey. 

Commercial Victimization Survey (CVS) 

Launched at the same time as the 
National Crime Panel, this survey 
collected data on victimization of 
comrrercial establishments from a 
national sample of 15,000 business
es. The CVS sample was expanded in 
1975, but data collection was 
suspended in September 1977 because 
of questions about the aims and de
sign of the survey. An evaluation of 
the NCS by the National Academy of 
Sciences (NAS)4 found the sample 
too small to allow reliable analysis 
of important questions, found the 
questionnaire content narrowly fo
cused on information of which police 
would most likely be aware, and sug
gested that the goals of the survey 
would have to be more carefully 
developed before the CVS could be a 
useful data series. In addition, and 
perhaps most important, there were 
serious problems with the age and 
accuracy of the lists of establish
ments from which the sample was 
drawn. LEAA suspended data collec
tion for this survey in response to 
the N AS evaluation. 

4Surveying Crime, Bettye K. Eidson Penick, 
ed. (Washington: National Academy of 
Sciences, 1976). 

City surveys 

In 1972 LEAA began using NCS 
methodology to evaluate the impact 
of its programs in 26 large central 
cities. Both household and commer
cial surveys were conducted, and 
samples of 12,000 households and 
2,000 commercial establishments 
were drawn for this purpose in each 
city. The city surveys utilized a 12-
month reference period and a cross
sectional design. While these sur
veys collected entirely unbounded 
data, producing inaccuracies in the 
level of crimes reported, the intent 
was to compare these data to later 
surveys of similar design to allow 
pre- and posttreatment measures of 
the effects of LEA A programs. 
Surv1eys were conducted in eight 
"Imp/act Cities" (Atlanta, Baltimore, 
Cleveland, Dallas, Denver, Newark, 
Por1,land, Oregon, and St. Louis) in 
19'1'2 and then again in 1975. Similar 
surveys were conducted in very large 
urban centers (Chicago, Detroit, Los 
Ange~es, New York, and Philadelphia) 
in H73 and in 1975, and one-time 
surveys were also administered in 
Boston, Buffalo, Cincinnati, Houston, 
Miami, Milwaukee, Minneapolis, New 
Orleans, Oakland, Pittsburgh, San 
Diego, San Francisco, and Washington, 
D.C., in 1974. These surveys were 
not continued due to the cost in
volved in administering them. 

Objectives 
of the NCS program 

The survey administered to the 
national NCS sample has remained 
largely unchanged from its inception 
in 1972 until 1986, although modest 
revisions were made at ~veral junc
tures during this period. As the 
NCS program matured, additional 
uses for NCS data became apparent, 
and new BJS policies regarding the 
NCS developed as a result. Current 
BJS objectives for the NCS program 
are as follows: 

• To provide trend data that will 
serve as a set of continuous and 
comparable national social indicators 
for the rate of victimization for 
selected crimes of violence and 
crimes of theft and for other factors 
related to crime and victimization in 
support of national criminal justice 
policy and decision making and in 
support of informed public 
discussion. 

• To provide policymakers at the 
national, State, and local levels as 
well as the research community with 
a data base that constitutes the best 
available empirical information 
concerning crime victims and 
victimization. 

• To facilitate analytical research on 
issues of public concern and of 
consequence to the development of 
national, State, and local criminal 
justice policy. 

• To provide empirical information 
relevant to understanding the 
differences between the rate of 
crime reported to police and the 
victimization rate. 

• To provide empirical information 
concerning the characteristics of 
victims and consequences of the 
victimization that will be useful in 
designing, implementing, and 
maintaining victim assistance 
programs. 

5For a detailed examination of these changes, 
cf. Elizabeth E. Martin, "Procedural History of 
Changes in NCS Instruments, Interviewing 
Procedures, and Definitions," manuscript 
(Washington: Bureau of Social Science 
Research, Inc., 1982). 
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NCS background 

• To provide empirical information 
that assists individuals and house
holds in avoiding victimization. 

• To assist State and local 
governments in evaluating the 
feasibility and utility of local 
victimization surveys. 

• To provide empirical information 
on perceived satisfaction with the 
criminal justice system. 

tl To gather information on a regular 
basis concerning attitudes toward 
crime, criminals, and crime control. 

6 Redesign a/the National Crime Survey 

Uses of the NCS 

NCS data have been used for a va
riety of purposes, including (1) 
generating BJS publications, (2) 
providing analytic opportunities for 
research organizations, and (3) 
offering information and guidance in 
applied and operational settings. 

BJS publications 

N CS data are used to produce annual 
publications and a variety of special 
reports. BJS releases three types of 
NCS publications annually: 

Criminal Victimization in the United States 

This comprehensive annual publica
tion relies solely on NCS data and 
provides a basic compendium on the 
characteristics of NC8-measured 
crime, its victims, and its conse
quences. About 100 tables, updated 
each year, are included. The survey 
covers the crimes of rape, robbery, 
simple and aggravated assault, 
personal and household larceny, 
burglary, and motor vehicle theft. 
Da ta also are presented for sub
categories of each of these crimes. 

Preliminary and final change reports 

These releases detail annual changes 
in major NCS crime categories and 
are available before Criminal Vic
timization in the United States is 
published. The preliminary data, 
released in press-release form each 
March, are developed from data 
collected through December of the 
previous year. This release provides 
the first estimate of changes in the 
victimization rate for the previous 
calendar year. The final data, based 
upon full data collection completed 
in June, are published in a BJS Bul
letin released in September/October 
of each year. This report covers 
changes in crime trends and trends in 
police reporting rates. 

Households Touched by Crime 

This annual bulletin characterizes 
the impact of crime by determining 
the proportion of U.S. households in 
which members have been victimized. 

These data are provided for basic 
household characteristics, such as 
race, income level, and location; 
data from previous years also are 
included to permit examination of 
trends. 

In addition to these annual publica
tions, NCS data have been analyzed 
for a variety of speci~tl reports 
dealing with particular types of 
crime (for example, rElpe, household 
burglary, and robbery), crimes 
against special populaltions (Hispanic 
victims, the elderly, tt~enage 
victims, and domestic violence 
against women), and purticular 
features of crime (the 'use of 
weapons, family violenee, the cost of 
crime, the risk of violent crime, and 
the characteristics of violent crimes 
committed by strangers and non
strangers). NCS data have also been 
utilized for The Report to the Nation 
on Crime and Justice. Victimization 
data are included in 8 number of 
other publications, includipg the 
annual Sourcebook of Criminal 
.Justice Statistics and the yearly 
Statistical Abstract of the United 
States. 

Research 

Researchers at coll~es and universi
ties and at research Institutes have 
analyzed N CS data extensively in 
preparing scholarly publications and 
other reports. Machine-readable NCS 
data are made available through the 
Inter-university Consortium for 
Political and Social Research in Ann 
Arbor, Michigan. Files are updated 
regularly and include both complete 
files of NCS data in hierarchical 
format and extract files for victims 
and incidents. The former are struc
tured files designed to minimize 
storage space for the variable-length 
recOl'ds that inevitably result from 
households of different sizes and 
from households and individuals who 
experience different numbers of 
crimes. Computer software designed 
to analyze files with this structure is 
required to access these files, The 
victim and incident extract files are 
unstructured, rectangular data sets 
that contain records for individual 
victims and crime incidents for a 
particular period. These files are 
much easier to access and analyze 



than the hierarchical files, and a 
wider variety of software may be 
used, but the available analytic 
options are more limited than with 
the full N CS files. 

Applied IIses 

NCS data have been used to inform 
a wide range of audiences concerned 
with crime and crime prevention. 
NCS findings have been studied by 
community groups and government 
agencies seeking to establish neigh
borhood watch, victim assistance, 
and victim compensation programs. 
Data have been sought by victim 
advocacy groups trying to improve 
treatment of crime victims. Police 
academies have used NCS findings in 
their training of cadets. NCS data 
have been used to prepare public 
service announcements, crime 
prevention information sheets, and 
documentaries related to crime. 
Print and broadcast media have made 
use of survey results to provide 
insight into a host of crime-related 
topics. 

Officials and legislators at the local, 
State, and Federal levels have 
requested data to inf, . 1 policy and 
legislation and to deal with problems 
of special populations, such as teen
agers, the elderly, and black 
victims. NCS data have also been 
cited in a number of judicial deci
sions. In addition, these data have 
been used by the business sector, 
such as insurance companies, or 
market research firms seeking to 
establish the potential market for 
products, such as burglar alarms, 
intended to reduce the likp.lihood 
of criminal victimization. 

Genesis 
of the 
NCS redesign 

The roots of the N CS redesign ex
tend back a decade to an evaluation 
of the NCS by the National Academy 
of Sciences (NAS). The academy's 
recommendations concerning ways in 
which the program should be rede
signed were published in 1976.1 
Among the NAS recommendations 
were the following: 

• More N CS resources should be 
devoted to "delineation of product 
objectives, to managerial coordina
tion, to data analysis and dissemina
tion, and to a continuing program of 
methodological research and 
evaluation." 

• The NCS should produce "not only 
nationwide and regional data, but, on 
the same timetable, estimates for 
separately identifiable Standard 
Metropolitan Statistical Areas 
(SMSA's) and for at least the five 
largest central cities within them ... " 

• The NCS screener, that is, that 
part of the questionnaire that ascer
tains whether the respondent has 
been a crime victim, needs to be 
drastically altered to increase its 
effectiveness in prodding respond
ents' memories and to minimize its 
complexity. 

• Additional questions need to be 
added to allow measurement of inde
pendent variables important for 
understanding the dynamics of crime 
victimization. These would include 
questions dealing with ecological 
factors, victim characteristics, life
style, and protective or preventive 
measures. 

• "A major methodological effort on 
optimum field and survey design for 
the NCS should be undertaken." 

Following the academy's evaluation, 
an internal review of the NCS pro
gram was begun. In conjunction with 
this review, a conference was held in 
1978 to discuss topics and priorities 
for a 5-year research program on 
national victimization survey statis
tics. This conference produced a 

lSurveying Crime, Bettye K. Eidson Penick, 
ed. (Washington: National Academy of 
Sciences, 1976). 
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report outlining a number of 
important methodological research 
questio~s that merited investi

,gation. A study of the utiiity and 
benefits of the National Crime Survey 
was also conducted as part of this 
agell(~y-sP""1Sored review o~ t~e 
NCS. T :>~er,i;! assessments mdlCated 
a need for intensi.ve examination and 
subsequent redesign of the NCS. A 
request for propolals (RFP) was 
published in 1978 to solicit bids on 11 

contract to perform this work, and in 
1979 the contract was awarded to the 
Elureau of Social Science Research 
(BSSR). RSSR headed a consortium of 
experts in criminology, survey design, 
and statistics who contributed to 
various phases of the project. In 
addition, the project received guid
ance from an advisory panel drawn 
from the criminal justice, statistics, 
and social science communities. 

2"Toward an Agenda for Research an National 
Victimization Survey StatistIcs," Albert D. 
Biderman, ed., manuscript (Washington: 
Bureau of Social ScIence Research, Inc., 1978). 

3philip S. McMullan, Jr., James J. Colllns, Jr., 
Robert Gandossy, and Joan Gutmann Lenskl, 
"Analysis of the Utility and Benefits of the 
National Crime Survey (NCS)" (Research 
Triangle Park, N.C.: Research TrIangle 
Institute, 1978). 

4"National Crime Survey (NCS) Redesign, 
Request for Proposal No. J-002-LEAA-9" 
(Washington: Law Enforcement Assistance 
Administration, 1978). 
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Structure 
and functioning 
of the consortium 

The NCS redesign project was 
intended to be a comprehensive 
reexamination of all aspects of the 
survey, including questionnaire 
design, sample, collection strategil3s, 
administration of the survey, er"'or 
properties, analytic capabilities, 
dissemination of data and findings, 
and utilization of NCS date. 

To undertake this broaci Investigation 
of the NCS program, BJS sought a 
consortium of organizations possessing 
different skills as the most appropri
ate organizational model for the 
conduct of the redesign. The contrac
tor for the project was selected 
co mpetltively. 
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Consortium structure 

The prime contractor was the Bureau 
of Social Stlience Research (BSSR) in 
Washington, D.C. BSSR was ulti
mately responsible for the quality 
and timeliness of all work submitted 
during the course of the project and 
provided liaison between BJS and the 
various performance units and 
consultants comprising the Crime 
Survey Research Consorti urn 
(CSRC). In addition, BSSR served as 
the point of contact for consortium 
members with the Inter-university 
Consortium for Political and Social 
Research (ICPSR), which disseminates 
NCS pUblic-use tapes. BSSR 
provided bibliographic services to all 
participants in the consortium as 
well as to the sponsor agency, main
tained a computer teleconference to 
facilitate interaction among all 
organizations and individuals 'Working 
on the project, undertook much of 
the questionnaire design activities 
during the latter part of the project, 
developed computer routines to 
facilitate analysis, and performed 
research on survey error and NCS 
file management problems. 

BSSR also coordinated interaction 
between CSRC members and the 
Census Bureau. Consortium mem
bers communicated regularly with 
Census Bureau staff in the Demo
graphic Surveys, Statistical Methods, 
and Field Divisions who were active 
in on-going NCS work. These staff 
members provided information on 
NCS design and activities, provided 
special data sets to the consortium 
for analysis, developed statistical 
models required for decisionmaking 
at various points in the project, and 
provided invaluable advice on the 
effects and feasibility of proposed 
NCS design changes in the ongoing 
NCS data collection program. CSRC 
members were active participants In 
redesign work carried out by the 
Census Bureau, particularly in 
development of a feasibility study 
for Computer-Assisted Telephone 
Interviewing (CATl) and in design of 
the Victim Risk Supplement (VRS) 
and the revised questionnaire 
implemented in July 1986. 

"1'0 

The composition of CSRC varied over 
the life of the project, reflecting the 
changing nature of the work required 
during different phases of the rede
sign. The following organizations, 
listed with their primary responsibil
ities, participated in CSRC at one 
time or another: 

1) Carnegie-Mellon University 
(statistical modeling and design, 
series splicing); 

2) National Opinion Research Center 
(questionnaire design); 

3) Research Triangle Institute (error 
modeling, utilization); 

4) Survey Research Center, Univer
sity of Michigan (sampling, data 
collection modes (CATI), field 
testing, questionnaire design); 

5) Westat (adaptation of CSRC work 
to Census Bureau environment, 
longitudinal design); and 

6) Yale University (organization of 
complex data structures, longitudinal 
matching). 

In addition, a number of consultants 
were hired for various short-term 
and intermittent tasks, which 
included statistical modeling and 
questionnaire construction. 

Advisory Panel 

Recommendations were also obtained 
from an Advisory Panel selected 
specifically for the NCS redesign 
project. Membership was drawn 
from a variety of communities, 
including statistics, criminology and 
criminal justice, victim assistance, 
and survey methodology. Panel 
meetings were held roughly once a 
year and were also attended by 
project staff, Census Bureau NCS 
personnel, and NCS staff members 
from BJS. Depending on the phase 
of the project under way, panel 
members were informed of project 
plans, research and testing, results 
from tests, and unresolved 
problems. Although CSRC members 
were also experts in many of these 
areas, the panel provided a useful 
source of advice in developing 
priorities for methodological work 
and in planning end products of value 
for users of NCS data. 
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Structure and functioning 
of the consortium 

CSRC teleconference 

Coordinating the efforts of this 
large, diverse, and geographically 
dispersed group of project staff and 
advisers was a complex undertaking. 
To facilitate interaction among par
ticipants, BSSR established a com
puter-based teleconference, first at 
the University of Michigan and later 
at Wayne State University. Computer 
accounts were provided for project, 
BJS, and Census Bureau staff and 
interested Advisory Panel mem-
bers. The teleconference software 
enabled users to send private mes
sages and to post public "items" and 
comments on suggestions for project 
work. Longer documents were en
tered in files whose location was 
reported to intended recipients via 
the teleconference. 

Such communication supplanted much 
hard-copy communication and pro
vided some advantages over the 
latter. For instance, when a 
participant desired information on a 
particular topic, the teleconference 
software enabled a search for key 
words in all teleconference "items," 
thereby providing a means to 
assemble all text on the subject 
quickly. The teleconference also 
provided an archival ~ecord o.f rede
sign products and of mteractlOns 
among project participants, thereby 
preserving much of the intellectual 
work that would not be reflected in 
final memos an1 papers on various 
redesign topics. 

IBJS staff, Census Bureau personnel, and a 
large portion of project participants w~r,: 
active users of the teleconference. ThIS mter
action generated II large number of useful sug
gestions for NCS changes and project research. 
However, the facile commun~cation that the 
teleconference encouraged dId create some 
problems for project management. One diffi
culty was that participants with limited 
involvement were not able to keep abreast of 
the large amount of material generated. 
Another problem was that because many sug
gestions did not fall into the formally assigned 
tasks, some promising suggestions were not 
pursued. BJS and the contractor became aware 
of this problem early in the project but never 
resolved it completely, largely because the 
man-hours available from project staff did not 
perm it development of ail suggestions and 
required setting priorities for completion of 
work. Because the archival function of the 
teleconference preserves these suggestions, 
they may be pursued at a later date, If BJS 
finds this useful and feasible. 
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Redesign task-oriented 
committees 

In addition to the consortium and the 
Advisory Panel, other bodies were 
established during the life of the 
project to address specific problems: 

Longitudinal Task Force 

The NCS utilizes a "rotating panel 
design" in collecting data about 
criminal victimization. This design 
involves selecting a household as 
part of the sample and then reinter
viewing residents at the same 
location every 6 months for a total 
of seven visits. Although many of 
the same respondents remain at a 
household from interview to 
interview, the data are processed 
and analyzed cross-sectionally and 
do not take advantage of the survey's 
potential for longitudinal analysis. 
Some researchers have undertaken 
the task of linking records across 
interviews to enable certain 
longitudinal analyses. However, 
many respondents move into or out 
of sample housing units during the 
life of a panel, which creates many 
discontinuities in respondent records 
for a longitudinal data set assembled 
in this manner. One proposal sug
gested by consortium members was 
the adoption of a true longitudinal 
design for the NeS that would follow 
initial sample respondents during the 
life of a panel, even if they move 
from the original sample location, 
rather than the current procedure 
that requires returning to the 
original sample address for all seven 
interviews, even if all original 
respondents have moved. 

To study the desirability and feasi
bility of such a change, the consorti
um created a Longitudinal Task 
Force, which consisted of consortium 
members, BJS staff, and Census 
Bureau personnel. Convened in 
December 1982, the task force 2 
submitted a report in June 1983 

2Thomas B. Jabine, "Longitudinal Design Task 
]<'orce Findings and Recommendations," 
manuscript (Washington: Bureau of Social 
Science Research, Inc., 1983). 

that discussed the desirability of a 
longitudinal component and proposed 
a test to evaluate its feasibility. 
Although the test was not imple
mented, the work of the Longitudinal 
Task Force provided the basis of 
la ter discussions regarding develop
ment of a longitudinal design, which 
will be evaluated in a later section 
of this report. 

Implementation Task Force 

After the NCS redesign project had 
produced a number of findings relat
ed to possible changes in the survey, 
BJS formed a task force in December 
1983 to evaluate the utility and 
feasibility of proposed changes and 
their impact on estimates and to 
schedule revisions to the NCS. The 
task force was chaired by the Deputy 
Director of BJS and was composed of 
staff members from the NCS Redesign 
Consortium, BJS, and the Census 
Bureau. As an adjunct to the task 
force, a work group drawn from staff 
members in all three organizations 
evaluated proposed changes for 
desirability, feasibility, and effects 
on NCS estimates. These evaluations 
of the numerous options for change 
were subsequently presented to the 
task force, and recommendations 
resulting from task force discussions 
were subsequently provided to the 
Director of BJS. 

The task force recommended that 
~roposed N CS revisions be divided 
into two groups. The first changes 
to M adopted would be those that 
provided immediate improvements to 
the survey with minimal potential 
impact on rates or programing of the 
NCS processing system. The second 
set of changes would comprise more 
basic changes to the design of the 
survey and would most likely affect 
estimates for crime levels nnd rates. 
To minimize disruption to the NCS 
series, the task force discussed plans 
to implement these rate-affecting 
changes simultaneously, if feasible, 
so that only one series break would 
result. The task force also discussed 
options for "splicing" the new NCS 
series to the old, so that differences 
due to instrumentation and data col
lection changes could be measured. 



Objectives of the NeS redesign 

The N CS redesign was intended to be 
a comprehensive reevaluation of the 
means used to collect victimization 
data. The goals for this project were 
articulated in an address given by 
the Director of the LEAA Statistics 
Division at the American Statistical 
Association meetings in 1978. 
These goals were further elaborated 
in the RFP for the project issued in 
the same year. The required tasks 
listed in the RFP included the fol
lowing: 

Conceptual issues 

• alternative methods for measuring 
criminal victimization; 
• usefulness of various external 
validational sources to determine 
how to treat events with definitional 
problems (for example, victim 
provocation, uncertainty of respond
ent regarding whether there was 
evidence of crime, and determining 
how to treat events involving 
children); 
• scope of crimes to be covered; 
• development of concepts and 
statistical models relating to 
multiple and time-extended 
victi mization; 
• measuring risk and vulnerability 
to crime; and 
e evaluating the utility of other 
policy-relevant (independent) 
variables meriting inclusion on 
instruments or in the sampling 
design. 

Methodological issues 

• method of interviewing--telephone 
vs. personal interviews, computer
assisted telephone interviews; 
• reference period choices--optimal 
reference period to meet objectives 
of the survey; 
• bounded vs. unbounded interviews; 
and 
• alternative sampling designs. 

• studies concerning ways in which 
the data can best be organized and 
analyzed. 

IBenjamin H. Renshaw III, "A Managerial 
Perspective on the Redesign of the National 
Crime (Victimization) Survey," Annual 
Meeting of the American Statistical 
Association, unpublished. 

2"National Crime Survey (NCS) Redesign, 
Request for Proposal No. J-002-LEAA-9" 
(Washington: Law Enforcement Assistance 
Administration, 1978). 

Analytical issues 

It is beyond the scope of this report 
to detail the voluminous material 
produced over the course of the N CS 
redesign that examined these and 
other issues related ~o improvements 
in the NCS program. The discussion 
below will focus on six key redesign 
issues. In this context, conceptual 
and methodological problems 
addressed in studying these issu.es 
will be described, along with the 
benefits and liabilities of implement
ing relevant redesign options. 

3See Appendix A for a listing of major NCS 
redesign products. BJS intends to publish (\ 
volume of NCS redesign-related papers at a 
future date to circulate this material more 
widely. In the interim, individual papers cited 
are available on request from BJS. 

-
Accuracy 

There are several sources of response 
error in NCS data. Among these are 
respondent failure to report crime 
incidents, errors in the temporal 
placement of reported victimiza
tions, and inaccuracy in reporting 
incident details. The redesign 
project examined a number of 
features of NCS data collection in 
which changes might improve the 
quality of reported crime incident 
data. 

Screening strategy 

As noted above, the NCS question
naire is divided into two components, 
an initial screener administered to 
all respondents and a crime incident 
form, which is administered for each 
crime incident reported and which 
collects detailed information about 
the incident. Redesign project staff 
investigated a number of changes in 
screening strategy that had potential 
for increasing the number of eligible 
incidents reported. A major question 
was whether the current approach, 
which involves asking respondents 
directly about several types of 
violent or theft-related events, 
adequately stimulated respondents' 
memories of crimes that had occurred 
to them during the previous 6 
months. A related concern was that 
certain classes of respondents, 
differentiated by education, income, 
and race, might react differently to 
the screening task, thereby producing 
biases related to these attributes. 

The NCS Redesign Consortium 
sponsored a conference on "Applying 
Cognitive Psychology to Recall 
Problems of the Survey" in Septem
ber 1980 to explore these and related 
issues, and subsequent work on 
screening strategies was in part 
guide~ by the work of this confer
ence. The major proposed changes 
that were ultimately tested included 
asking respondents about victimiza
tions that occurred in various life 

4 Cf. Jeffrey C. Moore, "Report of the 
Workshop on Applying Cognitive Psychology to 
Recall Problems of the National Crime 
Survey," manuscript, 19BO. 

Redesign o/the National Crime Survey 11 



Objectives of the NCS redesign 
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"domains" such as work and leisure, 
providing many short cues to help 
trigger memory of incidents in these 
life contexts, and attempting to 
evoke the sort of emotional states 
that might result from a crime 
incident (such as anger or fear) 
before administering the screen 
questions. The aim of these inno
vations was both to elicit increased 
reporting of crime incidents and to 
structure the recall task to a greater 
degree, so that cognitive and 
subcultural differences among 
respondents would have a smaller 
impact on the reporting of crime 
incidents. 

NCS respondent rules for eliciting 
reports of personal and household 
crimes were also studied. As origi
nally implemented, all household 
members age 14 and older were 
interviewed directly to determine 
whether they had experienced any 
violent or personal property crimes. 
Proxy interviews were obtained for 
respondents ages 12 and 13. For 
household crimes (household larceny, 
burglary, and motor vehicle theft), 
one knowledgeable household mem
ber was selected as a household 
respondent to provide reports on any 
eligible incidents that had occurred. 

A number of problems with these 
procedures were identified. First, 
proxy interviews have been shown to 
be les%reliable than personal inter
views. The redesign project 
advocated interviewing all respond
ents age 12 and older to minimize 
the effect of proxy interviewing on 
data qUality. Second, research 
conducted as part of the redesign 
indicates that household respondents 
are more likely to report personal 
incidents than are non household 
respondents. For those individuals 
whose household respondent status 
changed from one interview to the 

5Cf• Albert J. Reiss, Jr., "Victimization 
Productivity in Proxy Interviews," manuscript, 
(New Haven: Institution for Social and Policy 
Studies, Yale University, 1982). 

12 Redesign of the National Crime Survey 

next, their rate of reporting of 
personal crimes sEPowed a corre
sponding change. 

There are several explanations for 
this effect. For reports of personal 
larcenies without contact, NCS 
interviewing procedures con contrib
ute to household/non household 
reporting differences. When several 
respondents in Ii household report the 
same no-contact larceny away from 
the home, this incident is assigned to 
the first respondent to report it. 
Because the first respondent to be 
interviewed is almost invariably the 
household respondent, this procedure 
artifactually inflates personal larceny 
reports of household respondents. 

Another artifact, contributed by the 
NCS questionnaire used for many 
years, results from the way in which 
some victimizations involving motor 
vehicles were reported. Theft of 
motor vehicle parts is classified as 
personal larceny if the theft occurs 
away from the home, and such a 
theft is assigned to the respondent 
who reports the incident. However, 
only the household respondent is 
explicitly asked about this type of 
theft. The fact that household 
respondents are more Iik;;;l, tv report 
theft of motor vehicle parts can be 
attributed largely to this difference 
in screening procedures for house
hold and other respondents. 

Finally, it is possible that adminis
tration of household questions serves 
to "warm tip" respondents to the task 
of recalling crime incidents, making 
household respondents more effective 
at answering the personal screen 
questions that follow the household 
questions. Nonhousehold respond
ents, who do not answer household 
screen questions, do not have the 
benefit of this additional stimulus to 
their memories. 

The NCS redesign staff recommended 
adopting a uniform screening proce
dure that would administer household 
screen questions to all respondents. 

6 Albert D. Biderman, David Cantor, and 
Albert J. Reiss, Jr., "Household and Secondary 
Respondents: A Quasi-Experimental Analysis 
of Interviewing and Classification Problems in 
the National Crime Survey," manuscript 
(Washington: Bureau of Social Science 
Research, Inc., 1982, revised 1985). 

This change would provide the benefit 
of warming up all respondents with 
the household screen items. In 
addition, it is likely that such a 
change would produce more reports 
of household victimizations because 
a single household respondent may 
not recall or be aware of household 
victimizations that other household 
members may report. Such a change 
would also enable reduction of the 
conceptual confusion caused by the 
current definitions of household 
larceny and personal larceny without 
contact, which are differentiated not 
by the nature or value of property 
taken, but by the location tr0m 
which property was stolen. A 
difficulty created by this proposed 
change in respondent rules is that a 
single household incident may be 
reported several times during the 
interview by different respondents. 
A number of procedures for recog
nizing and adjusting for such multi
ple reports of the same incident have 
been suggested, such as computer
based unduplication procedures and 
the development of a multiplicity 
esti mator, which would reduce the 
weight of a household incident in 
estimation, based on the number of 
household members eligible to report. 

Bounding 

Another source of NCS error is the 
reporting of incidents that occurred 
outside the reference period for the 
interview. NCS data collection pro
cedures are designed to minimize 
such error by "bounding" Interviews 
with data collected during previous 
il!terviews. Incidents reported 
during the second through seventh 
interviews at a housing location are 
checked aga.inst data reported during 
the previous il1terview to ensure that 
the incident is indeed a new one and 
did not occur during the previous 
reference period. Because the first 
interview is unbounded, these data 
are not currently used for estimation 
and. are used only to bound the sub
sequent interview. However, if a 
respondent is unavailable for one or 
more interviews while he or she is in 

7 For instance, a bicycle stolen from a 
teenager would be classified as a personal 
larceny if it were stolen from a schoolyard. 
However, theft of the aame bicycle would be 
classified as a household larceny If It 
disappeared from the driveway of the home. 



sample and is then subsequently 
interviewed, data collected during 
this later interview are necessarily 
unbounded. Also, data will be 
unbounded for individuals who 
become household members after the 
initial interview of a household and 
for replacement households that 
enter the sample because the 
original household has moved. 
Unlike data collected during initial 
interviews, unbounded data collected 
in these cases are in fact used in 
estimation. 'I'he proposed strategy 
to reduce the amount of such 
unbounded data is the adoption of a 
longitudinal design for the NCS, in 
which original sample persons would 
be retained in sample and followed if 
they moved from the original sample 
location. 

Reference period 

The NCS redesign project investi
gated the effect of reference period 
length on the volume of crimes 
reported and found that reported 
incidents are not distributed evenly 
throughout the reference period, as 
one might expect. In fact, a dispro
portionate number of events are 
reported i~ the months closest to the 
interview. This finding could result 
either from forward telescoping 
within the reference period or from 
an increased likelihood of forgetting 
incidents that occurred further from 
the date of interview. The conclu
sion reached was that shortening the 
reference period would increase the 
accuracy of NCS reporting. 

8Cf• Albert D. Biderman and James P. Lynch, 
"Recency Bias In Data In Self-Reported 
Victimization," Annual Meeting of the 
American Statistical Association, Detroit, 
1981, unpublished. 

9Cf. Edward L. Kobliarclk, Charles H. 
Alexander, Rajendra P. Singh, and Gary M. 
Shapiro, "Alternative Reference Periods for 
the National Crime Survey," Proceedings of 
the Section on Survey Research Methods 
(Washington: American Statistical Association, 
1983), pp. 197-202; David Cantor, "Operational 
and Substantive Implications of Changing the 
NCS Reference Period," Annual Meeting of 
the American Statistical Association, Las 
Vegas, 1985, unpublished. 

However, such a change would not 
come without cost. Assuming a 
constant budget for field costs, 
shortening the reference period 
would require a reduction in the 
number of respondents interviewed 
to accommodate the increased field 
costs required for mOl~e frequent 
interviews. This would increase 
standard errors, and statistical tests 
would '?e less likely to generate sig
nificant findings as a result. The 
alternative would be to maintain 
sample size and increase field costs 
for the survey. The choices avail
able then allow the survey sponsor to 
optimize on only 2 of the 3 para
meters of accuracy of reporting, 
statistical reliability, and cost. 
Implementation of such a change in 
the reference period requires exam
ination of the importance of all 
these parameters for the integrity 
and quality of the data series. 

Inten1iew-to-interview recounting 

Another issue related to the length 
of the reference period is the 
question of when to terminate the 
reference period in recording 
incidents during an interview. The 
current practice is to accept 
incidents that occurred during the 6-
month period ending on the last day 
of the month preceding the inter
view. This procedure provides a 
clean, temporally defined breakoff, 
v,:hich permits accurate computation 
of crime estimates for a specific 
period and which facilitates trend 
analysis. However, because inter
views may occur weeks after the end 
of this period, this practice may 
exclude incidents occurring 
immediately prior to the interview, 
when details of the event are fresh 
in respondents' memories. Postponing 
collection of data on these incidents 
to the subsequent interview may lead 
to less accurate recall of incident 
characteristics and also result in 
respondents completely forgetting to 
report the incident. The NCS 
Redesign Consortium advocated an 
interview-to-intervlew recounting 
period, which would result in reports 
of all incidents occurring after the 
previous interview being reported to 
NCS interviewers. Not only would 

this change in reporting procedures 
result in enhanced accuracy of 
victimization reporting, but it would 
also provide some flexibility in 

. scheduling interviews beyond the 
current monthly closeout dates. This 
latter advantage could be particu
larly useful in scheduling interviews 
out of a centralized telephone 
facility. Some changes in the NCS 
processing system would be required 
if such a change in recounting 
procedures were implemented to 
facilitate estimation for given time 
periods. Specifically, reports of 
incidents that occurred during the 
month of interview would have to be 
deleted from the record of this 
interview and attached to that for 
the subsequent interview. 

Calendrical anchoring 

The consortium also investigated 
ways to enhance the reliability of 
dating incidents within the reference 
period. Respondents are often 
unable to report precisely when an 
incident occurred, and the develop
ment of "calendrical anchoring" 
devices was explored to help 
respondents report the dates of 
crime incidents more precisely. 
Salient benchmarks (national or 
religious holidays) and personally 
significant dates (birthdays and 
anniversaries) woUld be recorded, 
Ilnd respondents would be asked 
whether an incident occurred before 
or after these events. 

Series crimes 

One class of crime that presents 
particular difficulties for estimation 
and for collecting detailed crime 
data is the series crime--that In 
which the respondent has been re
peatedly victimized to the point that 
details blur in memory and cannot be 
disentangled into separate crime 
incident reports. (Some examples 
are repeated spouse abuse, frequent 
incidents of vandalism, and regular 
threats or actual assault at school.) 
A series incident is currently defined 
as a crime in which at least three 
similar incidents have occurred and 
for which the respondent cannot 
recall dates and other details well 
enough to report them separately. 
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At this time, crime incident data are 
collected only for the most recent 
series event. 

Series incidents have been excluded 
from annual victimization estimates 
published by BJS and in recent years 
have been counted as only one vic
timization in special NCS reports. In 
both cases, crime incidents are 
obviously undercounted, but BJS has 
been reluctant to weight these 
incidents up to the estimated number 
of recurrences. One reason for this 
practice is that several different 
types of cri me may be bound togeth
er in a series. In such a case, the 
type of crime committed in the last 
incident in the series would be 
inflated above its actual level. 
Similar distortions may occur when 
respondents indicate that they have 
experienced a very large number of 
victimizations (for example, "This 
has happened to me hundreds of 
times."). Another problem is that 
multiple victimizations, such as 
continual spouse abuse, are not 
easily recalled as a discrete number 
of victimization incidents~ and 
attempting to record this type 
of series victimization as an enu
meration of incidents may not 
accurately reflect the nature of this 
type of victimization. 

The NCS Redesign Consortium has 
recommended that the manner in 
which series victimization data are 
collected and estimated be reevalu
ated in order to reduce the error 
generated by this type of victim
ization reporting in N CS data. 
In particular, the consortium 
recommended that the current 
threshold of three incidents for 
recording a series victimization be 
raised and that additional questions 
on series be included. 
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Enhancement of analysis options 

Although the NCS offers a rich 
source of data on the incidence and 
characteristics of personal and 
household victimization, a number of 
shortcomings have been identified as 
BJS and other users have gained 
experience with NCS data. The 
consortium studied and recom
mended improvements in a number 
of data characteristics, Which 
include: 
• independent variables useful for 
measuring the risks of crime for 
various locations, population 
subclasses, and life activities; 
• variables dealing with the out
comes of crime; 
• the scope of crimes measured by 
the NCS; 
• different schemes for classifying 
crimes; and 
• alternate strategies for organizing 
NCS data. 

independent variables 

Victim behavior. One of the most 
obvious problems with the original 
questionnaiI'e was its failure to 
provide much useful information on 
the interaction between victims and 
offenders during a violent crime 
incident. The NCS collected data on 
the number and characteristics of 
offenders and on their actions during 
an incident, but information on 
victim behavior was restricted to 
descriptive data on any actions taken 
by the victim during the incident. 
The structure of this questionnaire 
precluded determining whether a 
victim's self-protective actions 
affected the outcome of the incident 
or even in some cases whether a 
reported action was taken in 
response to an attack or threat. 

A number of approaches for cor
recting this difficulty were 
investigated, including asking 
victims to describe the sequence in 
which various victim and offender 
actions and outcomes occurred. (For 
example~ victims could be asked 
whether they took a particular 
action before or after they were 
threatened, attacked, or injured.) 
The potential complexity of such a 
detailed chronology for a situation in 
which actions may have been taken 

very quickly and under stress led to 
the conclusion that such data could 
be unreliable. In addition, the 
difficulties of designing and 
administering a question sequence 
appropriate for a wide variety of 
violent crime incidents would 
probably be insurmountable. 

The final proposed solution was to 
ask respondents what they did about 
the incident while it was in progress 
(using a more detailed coding scheme 
than the original design), whether 
they believe their actions helped or 
hurt their situation, and, if so, what 
the nature of the impact was. In 
addition, new questions were pro
posed to help determine the effect 
of actions by other individuals who 
may have been present and to 
examine whether the respondent, the 
offender, or someone else was the 
first to use, or threaten to use, 
physical force. As a group, these 
revisions should provide a more 
accurate picture of the effects of 
various types of interaction among 
victims, offenders, and bystanders on 
the likelihood of crime completion 
and victim injury; they should also 
permit more reliable detection of 
those inst8Jlces in which respondents 
may have helped precipitate inci
dents or in which they may have 
been offenders themselves. 

Lifestyle variables. Information col
lected on respondents in the original 
NCS dealt with age, race, ethnicity, 
sex, marital status, relationship to 
other household members, occupation, 
membership in the Armed Forces, 
education, frequency of residential 
mobility, and family income. While 
these data are useful for distinguish
ing the victimization experiences of 
special populations, they do little to 
illuminate the circumstances under 
which victimization is more or less 
likely to occur. One major component 
of NCS redesign work was to develop 
and test new questions to provide 
data on the lifestyles of respondents 
related to their likelihood of 
experiencing victimization. These 
questions dealt with: 
• occupational responsibilities, hours, 
locations, and contacts; 
• commuting patterns to work and 
school; 

, 
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~ for students, perceptions of safety 
m and around schools; 
• evening, shopping, and leisure 
activities; 
• neighborhood characteristics; 
• perce.ptions of safety at home, in 
responaents' neighborhoods, and in 
o~her places where respondents spend 
time; 
• precautions taken by respondents 
to protect themselves, their home 
and their property; , 
• neighborhood surveillance activi
ties, including existence of and 
participation in neighborhood watch 
programs; and 
• for respondents who have experi
enced personal victimization, what 
they were doing at the time of the 
incident and, if they were commuting, 
what m~ans of transportation they 
were usmg. 

The N CS redesign program also 
developed observational items for 
interviewers to fill out, dealing with 
characteristics of the housing unit 
and surrounding neighborhood that 
are relevant to the safety of 
re~pond~nts and their dwellings. 
ThIS entire set of questions was 
administered as a Victim Risk 
Supplement to the regular NCS in 
1984 and demonstrated strong 
P?tential for enriching the NCS, 
eIther as regular items or as part of 
periodic supplements. Such items 
not only illuminate the risk of 
various types of crime in different 
life settings, but they also can 
provide new data useful for testing 
different theoretical models of 
susceptibility to victimization. 

Other independent variables. In 
addition to the sets of items 
described above, other new or 
revised questionnaire items useful 
for illuminating the dynamics of 
criminal victimization have been 
proposed as part of the redesign. 
These include new questions dealing 
with perceived substance abuse by 
offenders and with multiple victim
izations by the same offender. 
Expanded coding has also been 
recommended for the place of crime 
occurrence and for weapon use by 
offenders. This latter change has 
been dictated by deficiencies in the 
original questions and skip patterns 
that often made it difficult to 

determine whether or how an offender 
used a weapon during the course of 
an incident. 

Outcome variables 

Al though the N CS has provided a 
large quantity of data on the conse
quences of victimization since its 
inception, a number of improvements 
have been suggested to improve its 
analytic utility. These changes 
include clarification of the means 
used by offenders to cause injury, 
expanded coding for property loss 

d • ' an new Items detailing contacts 
with the criminal justice s)'''Stem. 
Although the new criminal justice 
contact questions offer an improve
ment over the original questionnaire 
the utility of such items is limited b~ 
the rotating panel design and 6-
month reference period of the 
current NCS because the duration of 
such contacts may often extend 
beyond the length of the reference 
period. The possible implementation 
of a longitudinal design, which would 
enable interview-to-interview record 
linkage and permit followup items to 
be administered in a subsequent 
interview, offers the possibility of 
enhanced utility for such items. 

Scope of crimes covered 

Since its inception, the NCS has 
collected data on rape, personal 
robbery, assault, personal and 
household larceny, burglary, and 
motor vehicle theft. The NCS 
Redesign Consortium devoted part of 
its efforts to an investigation of 
ways in which the scope of crimes 
measured by the NCS could be 
expanded. Among the possibilities 
investigated were bombings parental 
kidnaping, arson, fraud, and' 
vandalism. A numbel' of the crimes 
studied did not appear to be 
p:o~ising for measUl'em.!:nt, using 
vIctim survey methods, i:lecause of 
the rarity of the crime or concerns 
about the potential unreliability of 
victim reports. Vandalism appeared 
to be the most promising addition to 
the survey, but several measurement 
difficulties had to be overcome 
before it could be included as a 
regular NeS crime type. One 
problem is that personal and 
household vandalism must be 
distinguished from other types of 

vandalism, such as damage to 
common areas in apartment buildings 
or damage to objects in neigh
borhoods, such as street signs. 
Another difficulty is that the NCS 
crime incident form has not been 
appropriate in many ways for the 
measurement of this crime, and 
al ternate ways to collect incident 
data had to be developed. In 
addition, we would not be able to 
obtain information on frequent 
targets of vandalism, such as schools 
or businesses, which would limit the 
analytic utility of these data. 
Finally, many vandalism incidents, 
such as damage to screens or 
windows, may be confused with 
attempted burglaries. We expect 
that many incidents that would be 
recorded as the latter in the current 
instrument will be reported as 
vandalism, if this type of crime is 
included in the regular NCS. As a 
result, we would experience a 
reduction in the number of 
attempted burglaries, nlely as a 
result of such a questionnaire 
change. 

Alternate classification schemes 

As discussed in the section providing 
background on the NCS, designers of 
the survey decided to cl~sify Grime 
victimizations in a way that would 
facilitate comparison with UCR 
crimes, while also allowing alternate 
classifications to be developed. A 
number of such typologies were 
developed during the course of the 
NCS redesign by staff members of 
the redesign project, BJS, and the 
Census Bureau. These new 
classification schemes facilitate 
study of households touched by crime 
(and alternatively households free 
from crime), home intrusion, crimes 
in which motor vehicles either were 
the objects of crime or were used in 
the commission of crime, domestic 
violence, and crimes committed by 
strangers and nonstrangers.10 Such 

10 Cf• "Households Touched by Crime 1986" 
BJS Bulletin, NCJ-105289, June 1987; Jam~s 
P. Lynch and Albert D. Blderman, "Cars, 
Crime, and Crime Classification: What the 
UCR Index Doesn't Tell Us That We Should 
Know," Annual Meeting of the American 
Society of Criminology, Cincinnati, 1985, 
unpublished; "Family Violence," BJS Special 
Report, NCJ-93449, April 1984; "Violent 
Crime by Strangers and Nonstrangers," BJS 
Special Report, NCJ-103702, January 1987. 
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typologies have illustrated the ways 
in which our understanding of the 
dynamics of crime can be expanded 
beyond the information available 
from legally based classifications 
and demonstrate the utility of 
developing additional attribute-based 
classifications for criminal events. 

Longitudinal design 

In addition to changes in the NCS 
questionnaire, changes in NCS data 
collection and processing were 
discussed that had potential for 
increasing analytic options. 
Specifically, substitution of a true 
longitudinal design for the current 
cross-sectional design was evaluated 
in terms of its potential for 
enhanced accuracy, analytic options, 
feasibility, and cost. The NCS has 
had some features of a longitudinal 
survey since its inception, in that 
rotating panels of households are 
interviewed for seven successive 
interviews at 6-month intervals. 
However, no attempt has been made 
to retain in sample those respondents 
who move, though attempts to link 
NCS records have been performed 
post hoc by independent researchers 
for special purposes. Retaining in 
sample those respondents who move 
and introducing a longitudinal 
processing system that facilitates 
the linkage of records will allow use 
of more powerful statistical 
techniques for calculating annual 
change estimates and will also 
enhance the long-term represent
ativeness of a population-based NCS 
sample, thereby reducing error in 
these estimates. In addition, 
introducing such a design will allow 
us to address a number of important 
analytic issues for the first time, 
including the relation of criminal 
victimization to the decision of 
respondents to move. 

Long-term consequences of criminal 
victimization. Often, a criminal 
victimization has a major impact on 
the victim's life that extends beyond 
the length of the NCS reference 
period of 6 months. The current 
cross-sectional design does not allow 
us to measure adequately the 
prevalence and duration of these 
consequences, such as long-term 
disability or the filing and 
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settlement of insurance claims. A 
longitudinal design will permit us to 
collect follow up data in subsequent 
interviews and to merge this 
information with original incident 
records to gain a more adequate 
picture of these enduring conse
quences of victimization. While the 
number of interviews in which such 
followup information may be 
collected is limited by the rotating 
panel design of the NCS, data thus 
obtained will be far more compre
hensive than current measures. 

Victim contacts with the criminal 
justice system. In addition to a lack 
of information on the long-term 
consequences of crime for victims, 
the NCS has so far been unable to 
provide a systematic picture of the 
interaction of victims with the 
criminal justice system, which is 
largely a function of the length of 
time required to bring a case to 
trial. A longitudinal design will 
enable us to collect followup 
information on such contact, thereby 
allowing us to measure the propor
tion of victims having contact with 
police, prosecutors, and court 
personnel in case processing and also 
permitting analysis of differences in 
the extent of contact for different 
types of crime and victim character
istics. This design will also allow us 
to determine the proportion of 
victims having contact with ancillary 
organizations, such as victim-witness 
assistance groups, and to study 
whether there is a relationship 
between such contact and the 
processing or outcome of cases. 

Multiple victimization. Another 
area for which a longitudinal NCS 
promises enhanced analytic utility is 
the study of repeated victimization. 
Our ability to link records over time 
will allow study of multiple victimi
zations whose incidence extends 
beyond the length of the reference 
period. We will be able to determine 
both the proportion of victims who 
experience one-time, periodic, or 
relatively continuous victimizations 
and also the factors--such as the 
type of crime and victim or offender 
characteristics--that vary across 
these different temporal patterns. 

We will be able to assemble and 
analyze attributes of victimization 
histories such as periodicity, dura
tion, and temporal causal factors in 
ways that are not possible with the 
current design. In addition, the 
longitudinal design will have benefits 
for related macro-level analysis 
because we will be able to measure 
gross change in victimization in 
addition to the net change measures 
that are currently available. 
Specifically, we will be able to 
determine the degree to which 
respondents victimized in one year 
also account for victimizations in 
other years; this information will 
have important implications for our 
ideas about the randomness of crime 
and the probabilities of victimization 
over extended periods. 

Causal factors in victimization. A 
longitUdinal design will allow more 
extensive analysis of variables 
contributing to criminal victimi
zation in that change in these 
variables and their (lonsequent effect 
on the likelihood of victimization 
may be determined. Differences in 
the likelihood of victimization have 
been noted for such factors as 
occupation and marital status. 
However, a longitudinal design will 
allow more precise isolation of the 
impact of these factors by providing 
measures of victimization levels 
before and after changes in these 
variables. In addition, a longitudinal 
design that follows movers will allow 
adequate testing of the hypothesis 
that geographic mobility is, to a 
certain extent, a function of crime 
vulnerabili ty. 

A number of questions important for 
the ultimate implementation of a 
longitudinal NCS have yet to be 
resolved. Among these are the 
degree of effort that it is reasonable 
to undertake in following movers, 
the field procedures required to 
produce reliable linkage of records 
across interviews, the decision rules 
to follow in reporting household data 
for households that have dissolved 
since a prior interview, and the 
nature of the proceSSing systems 
required for producing annual 
esti mates and longitudinal files in 
the Census Bureau environment. 

, 
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Flexibility 

One complaint that researchers who 
utilize the NCS have expressed is 
that the focus of the survey is rela
tively narrow for their needs. While 
the social indicator function of the 
NCS as a barometer of the level and 
prevalence of crime in the United 
States is a central feature of the 
survey, as well as the delineation of 
the victim proneness of special popu
lations, the NCS has a great deal of 
unused potential as a research tool. 
To respond to this need for analytic 
flexibility, BJS plans to attach 
supplements to the survey more 
frequently. These supplements 
would include regularly scheduled 
sets of items to collect data 
periodically, which are not deemed 
absolutely essential for regular 
administration. The remainder 
would be one-time supplements on 
cri me-related topics of interest to 
policy making officials for which the 
NCS would be an appropriate 
vehicle. 

Planning for these changes is well 
under way. BJS and the National 
Institute of Justice (NIJ) have 
developed a jointly sponsored 
research program to utilize the NCS 
for collection of data on special 
topics having relevance for both 
policy and basic knowledge of 
criminal victimization. BJS and NIJ 
will select, through a competitive 
process, a research firm to 
coordinate development of the 
questionnaire for each one-time 
topical supplement. This 
organization will solicit the assist
ance of experts on the topic to be 
studied in developing questions and 
issues to be covered, and these 
experts will also be invited to 
suggest analysis strategies for the 
resulting data set. Funding from BJS 
and NIJ will be available for analyses 
of supplement data. Thus, in addition 
to providing higher quality data for 
estimation of crime levels and anal
ysis of various attributes of criminal 
victimization, the NCS will soon be 
able to serve as an omnibus survey 
for CI'ime-related topics, thereby 
enhancing its utility as a major data 
source for criminal justice policy 
formulation and research. 

The N CS program has already fielded 
a number of supplements over the 
years. Attitude supplements were 
administered as part of the city 
surveys, and supplements dealing 
with crime severity and victim risk 
(described above) have been attached 
to the regular NCS. Administration 
of supplements must be guided by 
concern for their impact on response 
to regular NCS items and their 
potential for affecting NCS rates. 
Among the possible solutions for this 
problem is the administration of 
some supplements for outgoing 
rotation groups only, so that 
respondent experience with these 
supplements cannot affect data 
collected in subsequent interviews. 

Improving utilization of NCS data 

One of the major goals of the rede
sign was to enhance the value of 
NCS data to a wide range of users. 
In addition to efforts to improve the 
content of the NCS questionnaire 
and to facilitate new types of 
analysis, the redesign has taken a 
number of steps to broaden the scope 
of applications for the series. This 
work was facilitated by input from 
the Advisory Panel and from a panel 
of practitioners assembled to provide 
advice on these concerns. 

A major criticism of the NCS program 
has been its failure to provide data 
for specific States and localities. 
Because of the stratified probability 
sample employed, the survey collects 
data in only a limited number of 
locations. However, the major 
problem in releasing State and local 
data has been the Title XIII 
restrictions under which the Census 
Bureau operates. This statute is 
designed to protect the confiden
tiality of data collected by the 
decennial census, and any sampling 
frame, such as that for the NCS, 
that relies on decennial data is also 
covered by these restrictions. 
Problems arise in the release of 
subnational data because combining 
this information with demographic 
information about respondents on the 
public-use files could result in the 
identification of particular respond
ents. The Census Bureau has released 
NCS tables annually for the largest 
States and has performed special 
analyses for subnational areas on 
request, but this procedure is costly 
and time consuming and does not 
allow the user direct access to data 
files to investigate different issues 
that may arise as the user becomes 
better acquainted with the data. 

BJS plans to address some of these 
difficulties by releasing NCS files 
aggregated at the State and county 
level and for major cities, beginning 
with the 1987 data year. These files 
will contain key NCS variables and 
important economic and demograph
ic data for the appropriate geograph
ic unit. We also hope to include 
Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) 
data for corresponding jurisdictions. 
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Release of such files will allow BJS 
to deal swiftly with requests for data 
on particular subnational units and 
will allow users some analytic flexi
bility in investigating victimization 
patterns for the geographic areas of 
interest. 

To facilitate use of these files, BJS 
plans to investigate their release in a 
form compatible with microcomputers. 
In addition to the data files, the 
release could include menu-driven 
software dedicated to analysis of the 
data with routines for "generic area" 
modeling. Many subnational units 
are not represented in NCS files, and 
this capability would allow users to 
estimate victimization levels for 
areas not covered in the NCS by 
using information from areas with 
similar characteristics. The 
utilization panel assembled for the 
redesign project was particularly 
helpful in developing a typology for 
this purpose that includes 14 subna
tional area types and an additional 
residual category. Classification 
was based on population, land use 
(urban, rural nonfarm, and rural 
farm), MSA status, and incorporation 
of the geographic unit. 
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Cost-effectiveness 

The NCS in its original form already 
consumed a large portion of the BJS 
budget, and a number of the changes 
being considered, such as the 
longitudinal design and the addition 
of new or revised questionnaire 
items, would increase the costs of 
administering the NCS program. 
Consequently, a number of possibil
ities for reducing NCS costs were 
considered, primarily to minimize 
the potential impact of revisions on 
the N CS budget. 

Deletion of NCS items 

Taken together, many of the 
questionnaire changes described in 
previous sections would result in a 
substantially longer NCS interview, 
with negative consequences for data 
collection costs and respondent 
burden. To compensate, a number of 
items currently in the questionnaire 
are being eliminated from the 
regular NCS instrument. Some 
questions, such as the long battery 
dealirig with unemployment and 
attempts to find work, will be 
deleted permanently. Other items 
would be included only in periodic 
supplements. Questions being 
considered for this treatment deal 
with medical and propel'ty insurance 
coverage, recovery and/or repair of 
stolen property, and time lost from 
work as a result of an incident. 
Decisions on questionnaire cuts are 
being guided by a desire to maximize 
the analytic utility of the data 
collected at every interview, to 
maintain useful time series, and to 
collect enough data on rare events to 
make reliable analysis possible. 
Questions proposed for supplement 
administration were judged either to 
be relatively stable over time, so 
that detection of trends would not be 
compromised, or frequent enough 
responses, so that periodic adminis
tration would still produce an ade
quate number of cases for analysis. 

Telephone interviewing 

One strategy for minimizing field 
costs is to rely more heavily on tele
phone, rather than face-to-face, 
interviewing. The NCS Redesign 

Consortium evaluated previous 
Census Bureau research and other 
relevant work on the effect of 
telephone interviewing and strongly 
recommended that the amount of 
telephonrlintervlewing be in-
creased. The plans approved by 
BJS, and now In effect, Involve 
conducting the first interview at a 
household In person and then all but 
one subsequent Interview by tele
phone, to the extent possible (that is, 
if the respondent has access to a 
phone and is willing to accept a 
telephone Interview and can be 
reached by phone for the scheduled 
Interview). In addition to investi
gating increased telephone Inter
viewing as a general, desirable 
change, two design options were 
considered to enhance telephone 
interviewing--Computer-Assisted 
Telephone Interviewing (CATI) and a 
dual-frame, mixed-mode sample design. 

Computer-Assisted Telephone Inter
viewing. CATI technology played a 
major role in testing revisions to the 
NCS because all tests conducted by 
the Survey Research Center (SRC) at 
the University of Michigan utilized 
CATI. This technology involves pro
graming the questionnaire into a 
computer and flashing screens con
taining questionnaire items onto a 
monitor for interviewers to read 
during the interview. Responses are 
entered at the interviewer's keyboard 
and become part of the record for that 
interview. This procedure offers a 
number of advantages in the collec
tion and processing of questionnaire 
data: . 

• Interviewers work out of a central
ized facility. Supervisors can 
unobtrusively monitor interviews in 
progress and detect problems in 
interview practices, which enhances 
quality control. 

llFor a review of the relevant telephone 
interviewing literature and discussion of the 
methodological issues facing the NCS program 
in implementing telephone interviewing, see 
Robert M. Groves, Velma J. Handlin, and Peter 
V. Miller, "Telephone Survey Methodology: A 
Review," manuscript (Ann Arbor: Survey 
Research Center, Institute for Social Research, 
University of Michigan, 1982). 
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• CATI software can be programed 
to reject obviously erroneous codes, 
thereby reducing the likelihood of 
interviewer error in keying data. 

• Because skip patterns are 
programed, the possibility of inter
vie',\'ers skipping over required 
questions is greatly reduced. This 
CATI feature makes possible the 
development of more complex 
instruments than would be possible 
with a paper questionnaire. 

• Because no hard copy is involved, 
the keying of paper instruments to a 
computer record is eliminated in 
data processing, thereby saving time, 
reducing costs, and eliminating a 
processing step in which errors may 
be introduced. 

• Because CATI interviewing need 
not be conducted with interviewing 
personnel who reside in the same 
area as the respondent, CATI facili
ties may be located in areas where 
the wages available for interviewers 
are attractive. This makes possible 
the recruitment of a higher quality 
interviewing staff, reduces turnover, 
and thereby minimizes training costs. 

While CATI allows some economies 
over face-to-face intl'.!rviewing in its 
reduction of field and some data 
processing costs, it does require 
additional expenditures in other 
areas. A site for an interviewing 
facility must be acquired and 
developed, computing hardware must 
be requisitioned, and software must 
be written. In addition, some 
interviews scheduled for CATI 
administration may not be completed 
due to failure to reach respondents 
over the telephone. Such cases must 
be recycled back to regional offices 
for administration in person by 
regular field interviewers. Finally, 
two processing systems must be 
developed, one for CATI interviews 
and one for non-CATI interviews. 
Data collected by both collection 
modes must ultimately be merged to 
create a single data set. 

Dual-frame, mixed-mode sample de
sign. The NCS Redesign Consortium 
devoted serious attention to devel
oping a sample design combining two 
frames--one resembling the current 

stratified sample in which personal 
and telephone interviews would be 
conducted and the other comprising 
a telephone frame in which tele
phone numbers would be sample:&and 
interviews conducted by phone. 
Such a design would offer economies 
in both sample selection and in field 
costs and also provide coverage of 
households without telephones, which 
a single-frame telephl,me sample 
could not; it would also provide some 
methodological advantages by 
enabling analysis of collection mode 
effects. Cost and errol' models were 
developed to evaluate the best mix 
of personal and telephone frames to 
minimize data collection costs; these 
analyses showed that a dual-frame 
design had potential for reducing 
costs. However, no data were 
available on the effect of repeated 
contacts by telephone on cumulative 
response rates or data quality. Con
sequently, implementing such a de
sign would entail risk of increased 
nonsampling error in NCS data. 

Cost implications of redesign options 

In addition to evaluating ways in 
which costs of the current NCS could 
be reduced, BJS also scrutinized new 
options for the redesigned survey to 
evaluate whether their implementa
tion would be cost-beneficial. 
Adoption of a 4-month reference 
period wouid increase field costs 
unless the sample size is reduced. 
Uniform screening was also found to 
have serious cost implications in 
addition ty other methodological 
problems. 3 As mentioned above, 
adoption of CATI was evaluated at 
least partially in terms of its 
potential for cost reduction. 
Implementation of a longitudinal 
design will also receive scrutiny in 
this light. While some field and 
processing costs would be increased 
by adoption of a longitudinal design, 

12 Cf. Robert M. Groves and James M. 
Lepkowski, "Dual-Frame, Mixed-Mode Survey 
Designs for the National Crime Survey," 
manuscript (Ann Arbor: Survey Research 
Center, Institute for Social Research, 
University of Michigan, 1982). 

13These methodological difficulties will be 
discussed in "Design change decisions." 

the ability to use more powerful 
statistical techniques in making NCS 
year-to-year comparisons would also 
allow BJS to reduce sample size and 
still achieve the same level of 
reliability currently obtained. This 
design would consequently provide 
some offsetting economies. 

Other design changes suggested by 
NCS redesign work have shown 
potential for reducing costs in 
addition to providing methodological 
improvements. An important feature 
of the proposed new screening strat
egy is that it yielded approximately 
28% more reports of victimizations 
than the current NCS screener when 
the two were administered in Ii split 
ballot test by the Survey Research 
Center. If the new screening strate
gy yields corresponding improvements 
in an operational NCB, BJS will be 
able to consider either retaining the 
current sample size with an increase 
in the reliability of NCS data or 
implementing a sample cut to save 
funds while retaining currE::nt 
variance levels. 

Another strategy for reducing costs 
is to begin using data collected 
during the initial, bounding interview 
in calculating NCS estimates, These 
data would have to be weighted 
differently from other data to cor
rect for their unbounded character, 
but I'lelng able to utilize this 
inht'mation would offer choices 
re6'~·::-ding variances and costs that 
are similar to those created by a 
more effective screener. In 
addition, adopting the recommen
dation to rely more heavily on 
telephone interviewing will help 
minimize data collection costs. 
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NCS redesign testing 

Five major data collection efforts 
were carried out in support of NCS 
redesign and development work. 
Four of these were intended to 
provide data useful for improving 
the NCS screener, and the fifth (a 
Victim Risk Supplement) was 
designed to provide data on variables 
useful for analyzing the lifestyle 
characteristics that disti~guish 
victims from nonvictims. The 
majority of testing was devoted to 
screening strategies because this 
feature of the NCS interview was 
identified as the most seriously 
flawed and most difficult to 
remedy. Criticism of the current 
NCS screening questions extends 
back to the 1976 report of the 
National Academy of Sciences, 
which found these items too long and 
complex, too closely tied to UCR 
definitions, and not intended to help 
respondents search their memories 
for in-scope crime incidents. 

A report prepared by redesign staff2 

classified NCS-related response 
error into three categories: 

• Failures of concept--Respondents 
may not completely understand the 
task that they are expected to 
undertake. They may fail to 
comprehend the- purpose of the 
survey, the crime scope, and the 
definitions of victimization 
incidents. 

• Failures of memory--Respondents 
may terminate their search of 
memory prematurely, adequate cues 
to memory may not be provided by 
the survey instrument, their memory 
of salient cues may be blocked by 
mention of other possible cues, or 
their memory of incident dates may 
not be adequately stimulated by the 
questionnaire. 

IThe Victim Risk Supplement was described in 
"Objectives of the NCS redesign" and will not 
be dealt with further in this section. 

2Elizabeth E. Martin (with contributions by 
Robert M. Groves, Jay Matlin, and Carolyn 
Miller), "Report on the Development of 
Alternative Screening Procedures for the 
National Crime Survey," manuscript 
(Washington: Bureau of Social Science 
Research, Inc., 1986). 
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• Response inhibition and distortion-
Victims may fail to report crime 
incidents that they find emotionally 
difficult. Such suppression may be 
either conscious or unconscious and 
may result from fear, pain, shame~ 
or embarrassment. 

New screening strategies were 
designed to provide more structured, 
varied, and detailed probing for 
crime incidents and were intended to 
help surmount these barriers to 
remembering and reporting crime 
incidents. An initial pilot test 
performed with a reverse record 
check sample from Peoria, Illinois, 
was conducted by the Survey Research 
Center (SRC) at the University of 
Michigan in 1981 and demonstrated 
that substantially higher rates of 
victimization reporting could be 
achieved with a revised screening 
strategy providing additional cues to 
aid the respondent in reporting 
victimization incidents. A second 
instrument was designed for the 
District of Columbia Victimization 
Study, a victimization survey man
dated by Congress, administered by 
BJS, and fielded by the Research 
Triangle Institute in 1983. This 
survey adopted a "short cues" 
~pprQach to victimization screening, 
designed by the Bureau of Social 
Science Research (BSSR). After an 
initial description of the kinds of 
crimes being measured, respondents 
were provided lists of specific cues 
and phrases related to crime 
experiences and potential features of 
victimization incidents. Roughly 
half the crime incidents mentioned 
were in response to these cues. 

In 1984 a third test was conducted by 
SRC in which 1,016 Peoria respond
ents were contacted. A sample of 
victims was drawn from Peoria 
police records and was supplemented 
by a random-digit-dial (RDD) sample 
of the Peoria area. Three screener 
designs were tested: 

1) Integrated sCreener. This design 
alternated victimization screening 
questions with blocks of questions 
about the respondents' home, other 
places where they spend time, and 
their activities. 

2) Segmented screener. This screener 
was a modified version of the origi
nal Peoria design. Respondents were 
first asked questions about their 
activities and living situation and 
then asked questions regarding 
situations that had made them angry 
or scared to stimulate recall of 
crime incidents. These items were 
followed by crime screening questions. 

3) Short-cues screener. This design 
was very similar to that used in the 
D.C. Crime Victimization Survey and 
provided an extended list of cues 
regarding crime characteristics and 
situations in which crimes might 
have occurred. 

All screeners utilized the same 
incident form, and all respondents 
received the same debriefing 
interview to determine their under
standing of the survey and the tasks 
that were required of them. Analysis 
of test data showed that all three 
instruments were more productive 
than the current NCS, but that no 
single test instrument was uniformly 
superior to the other two proposed 
screeners. The short-cues screener 
elicited more reports of street 
crimes, took less time to administer, 
and showed evidence of being more 
easily understood by respondents; 
however, this instrument showed 
higher interviewer variance than the 
other two designs, most likely 
because interviewer pace in reading 
cues played a more important role 
than it did in the designs that relied 
on a more traditional question-and
answer approach. The short-cues 
screener also did not produce as 
many reports of incidents involving 
offenders who were family members 
as did the segmented screener. 

The final test involved a split-ballot 
comparison of a short-cues question
naire with an adapted version of the 
NCS questionnaire currently in use. 
Data were collected in January 
through March 1985 from a national 
random-digit-dial sample. The 
short-cues instrument was adopted 
for this test because it demonstrated 
the highest rate of reporting in the 
previous test While at the same time 
minimized respondent burden. The 
instrument was revised to include 
more cues regarding crimes commit-



ted by offenders known to the 
victim, thereby correcting the 
weakness that was revealed in the 
earlier test. A split-ballot test was 
also conducted with the short-cues 
subsample to evaluate whether 
questions about events that caused 
anger or fear improved reporting of 
incidents in which the offender was 
known to the victim. The results of 
this test showed no significant 
differences between conditions. 

Comparison of the two questionnaires 
demonstrated a marked superiority 
of the short-cues instrument over 
the NCS version in eliciting reports 
of criminal victimization. The short
cues version achieved a reporting 
rate of .99 incidents per respondent, 
while the NCS version produced a 
rate of .60. Further, 2396 of short
cues respondents reported more than 
one incident, while 1496 of NCS 
respondents reported multiple 
victimizations. Increased reporting 
with the short-cues questionnaire 
was evident across all types of 
victimization, which refuted the 
hypothesis that improvements in 
screening would bt~ evident largely 
for less serious crimes, where 
forgetting would be most likely to 
occur. When a number of disconti
nuities in screening strategies were 
controlled for, the short-cues 
approach showed a 3996 increase in 
victimization reports. When van
dalism, a crime not currently 
measured by the NCSp was excluded 
from the analysis, the increase in 
reporting was 2896. 

There are differences between this 
test and NCS production interview
ing such as the use of Michigan 
Survey Research Center interviewers 
instead of Census Bureau field staff 
and the use of unbounded data 
instead of the usual NCS bounded 
data. However, the improvements in 
reporting resulting from the short
cues approach are sufficiently 
compelling that BJS and the Census 
Bureau arc now testing an adapted 
version of this N CS screener for use 
in NCS production interviewing. The 
improvements in this revised 
screener are not restricted to more 
complete reporting of crime victimi
zation by respondents; for instance, 
new lifestyle items are included to 

facilitate comparisons of the life 
activities of victims and nonvictims. 
The redesign staff have also provided 
a number of recommendations 
regarding Census Bureau interview 
procedures, the scope of crimes to 
be covered, and the procedures for 
determining incident counts. 
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Design change decisions 

Design packages 

In addition to the Implementation 
Task Force, described above, which 
evaluated the utility and feasibility 
of proposed changes to the survey, a 
group composed of NCS redesign, 
BJS, and Census Bureau staff began 
meeting in 1985 to evaluate the cost 
and error characteristics of alterna
tive combinations of potential NCS 
design features. The aim of these 
meetings was to develop design 
package options to facilitate consid
eration and final decisions on the 
redesigned NCS. Discussions focused 
on the potential adoption of six 
significant design features: a 
longitudinal design, 4-month 
reference period, collection of NCS 
data through a centralized telephone 
facility, a dual-frame sampling 
design, maximum possible utilization 
of telephone interviewing, and use of 
the initial bounding interview for 
estimation. Deliberations focused to 
a large extent on the following 
questions: 
• What design changes could produce 
quality gains that could lead to cost 
savings in the NCS'? 
• What design changes could produce 
cost savings, and what quality im
pacts would they have? 
• What are the minimum acceptable 
standards for quality or quantity of 
estimates from the NCS? 
• What NCS objectives does BJS think 
should be given high priority? How 
much money needs to be reallocated 
for those objectives? 
• What combinations of NCS features 
offer such cost savings? 
• What transition costs will be expe
rienced if such changes to the NCS 
are made? 

A number of different design pack
ages, which combined various major 
design options, were developed in 
initial discussions, and, subsequently, 
cost models were developed to 
estimate the impact of each proposed 
component on the NCS budget. 
Design options were also evaluated 
in terms of their potential sampling 
a~.d. nonsampling error and analytic 
u.~h!y. Some design packages were 
e}lmmated early in discussions, but 
SIX packages remained under activ~ 
consideration throughout the discus
sions. These are listed as follows: 
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Six design packages under consideration 

Longi- 4-month Use of 
tudinal reference Central Dual Maximum bounding 
design period telephone frame telephone interview 

1) X 
2) X X X 
3) X X X X 
4) X X X X X 
5) X X X X 
6) X X X 

"X"· d· III !Cates that feature was chosen for proposed design. 

The third package listed above 
which includes a full, person-b~ed 
longitudinal design, retention of the 
current 6-month reference period 
centralized telephone interviewing' . ' mRXlm.u.m u~e of phone interviewing, 
and utIlIzatIOn of bounding inter
views for estimation, was the model 
most favorably received by BJS. 
Individual design components are 
described below, along with their 
evaluations by the design group and 
by BJS. 

Longitudinal personal option 

This option would follow persons 
interviewed in the first wave 
("principal persons") for a total of 
seven waves, regardless of where 
they moved within the United 
Sta tes. Those who moved to a 
residence more than 100 miles from 
an N CS primary area would be inter
viewed by telephone. If a phone 
interview could not be completed for 
such a mover, a nonresponse would 
be recorded. All age-eligible 
m~m~ers of households in which any 
prlllClpal person resides would also 
be interviewed at each wave. 

Implementation of this option would 
make possible analysis of the cross
wave experiences of individuals and 
would greatly facilitate study of 
long-term consequences of crime, 
including experiences with the crim
inal justice system. It would likely 
cause a small increase in NCS 
variances and nonsampling error and 
a large increase in the costs of 
administering the survey. These 
additional funds would be required 
for field activities related to 
following movers, additional Census 
Bureau professional and clerical 

staff, and data processing necessary 
for record linkage and longitudinal 
file production. However, the 
incremental costs of implementing a 
longitudinal design would be reduced 
if other design features were also 
adopted. Maximal use of telephone 
interviews would reduce field costs. 
Also, adoption of an interview-to
interview recounting strategy would 
reduce the marginal costs of a 
longitudinal design because some 
cross-wave record linkage would be 
required for this reporting strategy 
to work properly, regardless of 
whether a longitudinal design were 
adopted. 

Several possible longitudinal designs 
were considered, and BJS endorsed 
the full, person-based design for two 
primary reasons. First, the marginal 
cost increase of this design over the 
other longitudinal options is more 
than offset by the analytic utility of 
the data that would be produced by a 
full longitudinal design. Second 
longitudinal data could be amas~ed 
much more quickly for sm&ll-sample 
a?alytic problems if the fulliongitu
dmal model were implemented. 

BJS staff were not sanguine, however, 
about the prospects of implementing 
such a design in the immediate 
future. They expressed a strong 
preference to defer designing a 
longitudinal processing system for 
the NCS until the major programing 
and design problems for such a 
system in the Census Bureau envi
r~nment were solved for the Survey 
of Income and Program Participation 
(SIPP), which is using a similar 
design. While the NCS would not be 
able to utilize the SIPP procedures 
and programs as written, adaptation 
of the practices developed for SIPP 
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should prove more efficient than 
creation of such procedures for the 
NCS from scratch. 

As an interim measure, the design 
group endorsed a version of a less 
costly alternative longitudinal 
design. This option would identify a 
subpopulation of interest, for exam
ple, victims of violent crime, and 
would administer a set of follow up 
questions at the next interview 
regarding consequences and 
subsequent contact with the criminal 
justice system. This set of questions 
would be administered as a supple
ment and would not be integrated 
wi th the regular N CS processing 
system. Victims who had moved 
from the sample address would be 
followed to obtain these data. If a 
victimization were reported by a 
member of an outgoing rotation 
group, an additional interview could 
be administered to collect this 
information. Although this scheme 
satisfies only a limited portion of the 
objectives for which a longitudinal 
design is needed, it would produce 
some longitudinal data in the short 
term, allowing BJS to exploit NCS 
data more fully; it would also 
provide some experience with 
longitudinal field and processing 
requirements before implementation 
of a full longitudinal design. 

Six-month reference period 

This option continues the current 
practice of interviewing NCS 
respondents every 6 months for a 
total of seven interviews over the 3-
year life of a panel. Other options 
considered were 3-, 4-, and 12-month 
reference periods, but the 4-month 
reference period received the most 
serious consideration and was in fact 
endorsed by a number of the design 
group members. 

A 4-month reference period would 
require 10 interviews over the same 
time period and would result in an 
increase in the precision of NCS 
estimates (that is, a reduction in 
nonsampling error) because it would 
reduce response errors due to forget
ting and to internal telescoping; it 
would also facilitate following movers 
in a longitudinal design because 

moves, on average, would have taken 
place more recently. In addition, 
implementation of a 4-month refer
ence period would improve the speed 
with which annual estimates could be 
produced by shortening the inter
viewing period needed to collect all 
data for a calendar year by 2 months. 

However, if we assume a constant 
NCS data collection budget, adoption 
of a 4-month reference period would 
require a sample cut to prevent an 
incl'ease in the number of interviews 
administered in a fiscal year. This 
would inevitably raise NCS variances. 
Adoption of such a reference period 
then would result in more accurate 
measurement of crime levels, but 
would make more difficult the 
detection of year-to-year change. 
Available data suggest that nonsam
pling errors resulting from the 
administration of three additional 
interviews during the 3-year life of 
a panel would be inconsequential, 
compared to the effects now exper
ienced in interviews one through 
seven. 

When comparing the tradeoffs in 
precision and variance implied by the 
two designs, it is also important to 
consider the impact of precision on 
year-to-year change estimates. 
Generally, the greater response error 
associated with the 6-month refer
ence period can be assumed to be 
similar from year to year, thereby 
producing no net effect on the 
calculation of change.! Weighing 
the importance BJS attaches to 
calculating annual changes in NCS 
rates against the potential errors 
resulting from a longer reference 
period, retaining the 6-month 
reference period appears to be the 
desirable course at this time. 

IWe assume a comparable distribution of 
various cri me types from one year to the next. 
Different types of crime are likely to vary In 
their susceptibility to response errors related to 
reference period length; consequently, changes 
in aggregate crime rates may be at least 
partially artifactuallf such changes are due to 
a disproportionate change In the distribution of 
the types of crime measured by the NCS. 

Centralized telephone interviewing 

In principle this feature does not 
necessarily include Computer-Assisted 
Telephone Interviewing (CATI) tech
nology, but all discussions on adopt
ing this feature for the NCS have 
involved CATI. Implementation of 
CATI for the NCS should result in 
some reduction in interviewer error, 
will permit measures of administra
tive errors, and may provide a small 
decrease in field costs. The design 
group endorsed the development of a 
centralized CATI capability for the 
NCS for the reasons discussed in the 
previous discussion of this technology. 

Yet, not all NCS interviews can be 
conducted with CAT!. All initial 
interviews at a sample location 
would be conducted in person to 
establish the legitimacy of the 
survey and to create rapport with 
respondents. The fifth interview 
would also be a personal visit. In 
addition, some respondents may 
prefer a personal interview, or may 
not be reachable by phone, and these 
would continue to be interviewed by 
field interviewers assigned 1(, Census 
Bureau regional offices. Finally, 
CATI would not be implemented in 
single-intervi'2wer Primary Sampling 
Units (PSU's). Taking all these 
factors into account, testing and 
experience to date indicate that 
approximately 40% of NCS inter
views would be eligible for CAT! and 
that at least 30% could actually be 
completed with CATI. 

A final decision on CATI implemen
tation has not yet been reached. 
After several years of development 
work, the Census Bureau began 
rigorous testing of CATIon live NCS 
cases in January 1987 to determine 
its impact on data quality, reporting 
rates, and costs. This testing is also 
designed to determine the feasibility 
of recycling uncompleted CATI cases 
back to regional offices for personal 
interviews. Data on CATI perform-

2To implement CAT! in these PSU's, the Census 
Bureau would have to consolidate Interviews In 
a smaller number of PSU's of this type In order 
to maintain a reasonable amount of work for 
field interviewers. The necessary reduction of 
60 to 70 PSU's would result In an Increase In 
NCS variances, which was viewed II.S an 
undesirable consequence. 
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ance is currently being studied, and 
additional analyses will be performed 
as more data are collected. A final 
decision on implementation will be 
made in time to begin CATI for all 
eligible respondents who are admin
istered the new NCS questionnaire in 
January 1990. 

Sample design 

A number of options for revising the 
NCS sample design were evaluated 
during the course of the redesign 
project. One alternative was a dual
frame, mixpd-mode design that would 
use simultaneous list and telephone 
frame sampling. Telephone inter
views would be taken with those in 
the telephone number sample, and a 
combination of telephone and 
personal visit interviews (with the 
current rotation) would be used for 
the area frame cases. Although 
development costs would be larger 
than for a single-frame design, this 
option would result in reduced field 
costs and would provide better 
measurement of collection mode 
effects than the current design. 

This option was rejected for two 
major reasons. First, cold-contact 
(no prior personal contact) phone 
interviews produced disappointing 
response rates in NCS CATI tests. 
Second, there is little information 
available on cumulative response 
rates for RDD-based panel surveys, 
and adequate time and funds were 
not available to conduct a multiwave 
test of RDD data collection for the 
NCS. Given the effort and expense 
that would be required to develop an 
RDD sampling frame for the NCS, 
and the risk tha t use of this frame 
would have to be discontinued, BJS 
concluded that it was not advisable 
to implement an RDD phone sample 
at this time. 

Several other sample design altera
tions were considered in the course 
of NCS redesign work. One option 
was to terminate use of the present 
sampling frame based on decennial 
census address records and to 
replace it with a frame listed by 
field personnel before selection of 
sample housing units. This option 
would increase costs at the sampling 
stage but free BJS to use the sample 
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units for followup surveys that could 
be conducted by non-Census Bureau 
survey organizations. Title XIII stat
utory restrictions covering decennial 
census records prohibit such use with 
the current sample. 

This option was rejected largely 
because its potential utility did not 
justify the substantial costs required 
to implement and maintain the sam
pling frame. The Health Interview 
Survey (HIS) has adopted such a 
sample, and extensive cooperation 
with HIS could reduce development 
costs, but startup costs would still 
run well over $1 million. Annual 
maintenance costs would also 
amount to several hundred thousand 
dollars. When evaluated in 
conjunction with the new BJS/NIJ 
effort to attach regular supplements 
to the N CS, the additional flexibility 
provided by this option did not 
appear to justify the expense. 

Finally, alternate ways to stratify 
the NCS sample were studied in order 
to make it more accurate. One major 
change was to stratify by a composite 
crime index developed from jurisdic
tion-level U CR data. This change 
was implemented in 1986 as part of a 
sample redesign based on the 1980 
decennial census and should enable 
production of NCS estimates that 
are closer to the "true" population 
values. 

Maximum use of telephone interviews 

This option would require interview
ing as many sample persons as possi
ble by telephone after the first 
interview. The NCS has been moving 
in this direction gradually over 
recent years in order to reduce data 
collection costs and now uses such a 
procedure for the second through the 
fourth and the sixth and seventh 
interviews. In essence this 
collection strategy has already been 
largely implemented, but approval of 
this design feature will make this 
mode of data collection a permanent 
feature of the NCS. Reliance on 
maximal phone interviewing risks a 
small decline in response rates but 
provides SUbstantial cost savings. 

The design group and BJS reacted 
very favorably to this option. All 
initial interviews at a sample loca
tion would be conducted in person to 
avoid problems discussed in relation 
to a pure telephone sample. 
Implementation of maximal phone 
interviewing would be implicit in the 
decision to adopt CATI, but only to a 
degree. CATI would not be adopted 
for single-interviewer PSU's, and the 
decision to adopt maximal telephone 
interviewing for this group of PSU's 
would have an impact on field costs 
over and above those involved in 
CATI implementation. 

Use of bounding interviews for estimation 

This option would use information 
collected in the first interview at a 
sample location in calculating vic
timization incidence and change 
estimates. These data currently are 
not used for this purpose due t6 their 
unbounded character and are used 
only for bounding subsequent inter
views. Data from these interviews 
would be adjusted for inflated 
victimization reporting due to lack 
of bounding, time-in-sample effects, 
and other design features. 

BJS and the design group have 
recognized the desirability of this 
option, and a decision on implemen
tation awaits further work at the 
Census Bureau to develop options for 
weighting these data. This option 
would allow either an increase in 
precision by effectively increasing 
the usable N CS sample size by a sixth 
or a major cost savings through a 
sample cut. However, these 
advantages could not be realized 
immediately because enough data 
would have to be collected with the 
new questionnaire to allow compari
sons of bounding interviews with 
data from later waves. Bounding 
interviews from early rotation 
groups could then be weighted retro
spectively. The possibility exists 
that such weights could also be 
applied to bounding interviews 
collected at later dates, thereby 
making it possible to utilize these 
later interviews immediately for 
rate and change estlmates. 



Other design features 

In addition to the design package 
features described above, the design 
group discussions aL'lo dealt with 
several other major design features 
that were viewed as important can
didates for implementation in a 
redesigned NCS. The most important 
of these were adoption of a core and 
supplement format, transition from 
current to revised versions, and im
plementation of a uniform screening 
strategy. 

Core and supplement format 

As described above, this NCS feature 
would allow periodic administration 
of crime-related supplements in con
junction with collection of regular 
NCS data. Some of these would be 
periodic and would include items for 
which regular NCS data collection is 
deemed unnecessary. Other supple
ments would be one-time studies 
relevant to criminal justice issues, 
for which the NCS would be an 
appropriate vehicle. 

The ability of the NCS program to in
clude supplements will be constrained 
by a number of factors, mainly cost 
and the availability of Census Bureau 
staff. Recurring supplements will be 
less expensive to administer in the 
long run because major development 
and programing work should be re
quired only for the first adminis
tration of such a supplement. The 
nature of the sample required for a 
supplement will also have a major 
bearing on cost. A supplement rely-

One dealing with school crime will 
be developed and pretested during 
fiscal 1988, and actual data collect
ion is currently planned during fiscal 
1989. BJS has also decided to repeat 
a Victim Risk Supplement (VRS), 
possibly during fiscal 1989, that will 
be similar to a VRS carried out in 
February 1984. 

Transition to a revised NCS 

BJS and the NCS Redesign Consortium 
have racognized from the outset of 
the redesign project that revisions 
may have an effect on NCS rates. 
For instance, a revised NCS screener 
is likely to elevate rates solely as a 
result of its greater effectiveness in 
soliciting reports of crime incidents. 
Various models have been discussed 
to "calibrate" data collected with 
new instruments against data collect
ed with older instruments. An 
optimal strategy would be to 
administer each instrument at full 
sample until the neJ design matures 
(roughly 3.5 years). Budgetary 
constraints clearly preclude such a 
design for a survey whose routine 
costs are $7 million annually. 
Current plans call instead for the 
survey to administer the old and new 
instruments concurrently at half
sample each for 18 months during 
phase-in of the new instrument. 
This plan should provide adequate 
data for testing and selecting an 
appropriate statistical splice for the 
two series to provide data on ques
tionnaire effects for at least the 
major crime types. 

ing on the full sample or on a ran- Uniform screening 
domly selected partial sample will be 
less expensive to program than will a 
"screened" or "contingent" sample, 
which draws respondents with a par
ticular attribute (race or sex) or who 
respond in a particular manner to 
one or more regular NCS items (for 
example, respondents who have expe
rienced a violent crime in the previ
ous 6 months). The design group and 
BJS have both endorsed the develop
ment of such a capability for the NCS, 

This has been perhaps the most diffi
cult methodological problem that the 
NCS redesign has confronted. As 
discussed above, the current screen
ing strategy involves administration 
of screen questions for household 
crimes (household larceny, burglary, 
and motor vehicle theft) to only one 
respondent in a household. Both 
household and nonhousehold respond-

and BJS, in conjunction with the Na- 3cr. Steven E. Fienberg, "The Splicing of 
tional Institute of Justice, will spon- Revisions in the NCS QUestionnaire and Design: 
sor one-time supplements dealing with Pr,eserving Longitu~inal Continuity," manuscript 
topical, cri me-related issues. Two sup- (PIttsburg?: Ca~negle-Mellon University, 

1982). ThIS deSIgn does risk Introducing Bome 
plements have already been scheduled. measurement error, however, because a large 

nu mber of new Interviewers, inexperienced with 
the survey, would be required to collect NCS 
data during the phase-in period. 

ents are asked the screen questions 
for personal crimes (rape, robbery, 
assault, and personal larceny) that 
follow the household questions in the 
questionnaire. The underlying logic 
for this procedure is that crimes 
whose target may be identified as 
the aggregate household, and of 
which all household members may be 
expected to be aware, should be 
reported by one knowledgeable 
respondent to minimize the 
likelihood of duplicate reports with 
possible conflicting details from 
other respondents. 

This procedure has been criticized 
for a number of reasons. Most 
important is the distinct likelihood 
that anyone respondent may not be 
aware of all household crimes that 
have occurred during the reference 
period. As such, a number of 
household crimes may go undetected, 
resulting in underestimates of the 
number of these crimes. A second 
criticism is that respondents who 
report household crimes also report 
higher levels of personal crimes. 
Some of this difference in reporting 
is undoubtedly caused by NCS 
questionnaire design features and 
interviewing procedures and can be 
corrected by changes in NCS data 
collection methodology. However, 
the initial questioning l'egarding 
household crimes may also serve to 
concentrate the household respond
ent's attention on the task and 
thereby produce fuller reporting of 
personal crimes in subsequent screen 
questions. A solution for this 
difficulty is to interview all respond
ents regarding the incidence of 
personal and household crimes. 
However, this modification would 
also create a new set of problems in 
determining accurate estimates of 
crime incidence levels. 

Specifically, this altel'nate procedure 
may inflate estimates of household 
crimes by eliciting duplicate reports 
of the same incident from several 
household members. Several options 
have been proposed to correct this 
problem, but none has yet been 
demonstrated to be without its own 
flaws or potentially biasing effects. 
One possible solution is to use details 
of reported household incidents to 
unduplicate multiple reports of the 
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same incident and to discard dupli
cate reports. Another is to down
weight the number of household 
incidents reported by household 
members by the number of respond
ents in a household eligible to report. 

Unduplication poses a number of 
procedural and logistical difficul
ties. One possibility is to assign the 
task to interviewers. On the basis of 
information supplied by respondents, 
interviewers would flag duplicate 
records for household incidents 
during postinterview editing, so that 
the processing system would be able 
to recognize these records and 
process them accordingly. This 
procedure relies heavily on the 
judgment of interviewers, partic
ularly if there is inconsistency in 
details between potential duplicate 
records, thereby creating the possi
bility of biases due to interviewer 
effects. Given the unique character 
of many crime events, the Census 
Bureau may not be able to provide 
adequate specific guidance in 
training and manuals that would 
enable interviewers to perform this 
task reliably. 

More supervision would be available 
in a centralized phone-interviewing 
facility to be used if BJS implements 
a CATI capability for the NCS. But, 
it may be difficult for a phone 
interviewer to detect duplicate 
reports because households where 
occupants are not all available at the 
same time may be interviewed by 
more than one interviewer. Summary 
records of these incidents may provide 
inadequate detail for such matching, 
and the ability to call such records 
up onto the screen may prove to be 
an impossible programing task. Tests 
of interviewers' ability to perform 
such a task have so far produced 
mixed results. In the final split-
ballot SRC test comparing a proposed 
revised instrument to a form resem
bling the current NCS questionnaire, 
interviewers were able to detect 
duplicate reports quite well when 
uniform screening was used with the 
current questionnaire, but they fared 
worse with the proposed new form. 
(Duplicate reports identified by.QQg 
hoc examination of records provide 
the criterion for comparison in both 
cases.) Given the host of problems 
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with this procedure, it does not show 
much promise. 

Another option proposed would be to 
accept all reports of household inci
dents from any respondent and then 
to unduplicate incidents during the 
processing stage. This procedure 
could conceivably be accomplished 
either by examination of individual 
records by hand or by some machine
based matching algorithm. The 
former promises to be extremely 
labor-intensive and thus prohibitively 
expensive and also is likely to delay 
release of data substantially; the 
latter is likely to be highly error
prone if respondents differ in 
reporting such basic incident details 
as the date or the nature of the 
article taken. Again, this strategy 
is not very promising. 

A third solution is not to attempt 
unduplication but to down weight 
household incidents by the number of 
respondents in a household eligible to 
report. In its ideal form, this 
proposal assumes that all members 
of a household should be aware of 
any crime affecting the household 
and are all likely to report it. The 
SRC test cited above does not pro
vide strong evidence for the validity 
of this assumption. If a burglary 
incident was reported by a member 
of a two-person household, in only 
3296 of such households did both 
respondents report the incident. 
In larger.households, only 1296 of 
eligible'respondents verified an 
initial bUrglary report. 

Respondents also frequently do not 
conceptualize household crime in the 
communal sense that underlies the 
logic of household crime classifica
tion. This is a particular problem for 
the classification of larceny, which 
is classified as "household" or 
"personal without contact" solely 
as a function of the location of the 
incident. Such variation in the 
location of a theft may not alter 
other household members' perception 
of ownership and consequently their 
likelihood of reporting such a theft. 
Analysis of the final SRC test, while 
based on a small number of cases, 
indicates that location plays a small 
part in respondents' evaluation of 

communal loss. Controlling for 
ownership of stolen property, there 
was no significant association 
between location of a theft incident 
and the number of household vic,tims 
reported by respondents. This 
finding holds for all larcenies and for 
larcenies reported in households with 
two or more respondents. 

Given the failure of most eligible 
respondents in multiple-person 
households to verify initial reports of 
household burglaries and also given 
the failure of many respondents in 
such households to conceptualize 
household larcenies in a fashion that 
would be amenable to full reporting 
of such incidents by all respondents, 
a downweighting scheme based simply 
on the number of household members 
appears to be inadequate; such a 
scheme would likely result in under
estimates of household crimes 
because the number of duplicate 
reports being adjusted for would be 
overestimated. While the number of 
discrete household incidents meas
ured with uniform screening would 
probably be greater than with the 
current method, it is unclear 
whether this increase would offset 
the underestimates produced by 
down weighting. A more adequate 
downweighting scheme would take 
account of the likelihood of incom
plete reporting of household crimes 
in multiple-person households, but 
the appropriate means to adjust for 
such nonreporting remain to be 
identified. The likelihood of non
reporting could be determined by 
examining records to detect the 
actual number of duplicate reports, 
compared to the expected number 
for some portion of the NCS 
sample. The difference divided by 
the expected number could then be 
used as a multiplier for the down
weighting factor for different 
classes of crime and different 
household sizes. However, such a 
procedure relies on actual unduplica
tion of records, a procedure whose 
flaws were discussed above, and thus 
confounds the error properties of 
down weighting with another potential 
set of biases. While downweighting 
remains an attractive option concep
tually, the procedures available to 
operationalize this adjustment are 
compromised by empirical difficulties 



rooted in discontinuities between 
survey definitions and respondents' 
perceptions of household crimes and 
by the potential flaws in verifying 
the downweighting algorithms 
selected. 

Another important factor to consider 
in evaluating the effectiveness of 
uniform screening is the inability of 
NCS interviewers to control whether 
other individuals are present during 
NCS interviews. This feature of the 
interview may affect the victim's 
likelihood of reporting crime inci
dents in a host of ways. The most 
frequently discussed possibility is 
that the presence of other family 
members may decrease the likeli
hood of reporting incidents of 
domestic violence. However, the 
presence of other individuals may 
also affect the reporting of 
household incidents in conflicting 
ways and may therefore affect the 
efficacy of both the current 
household screening procedure and 
the suggested alternatives. In 
addition to its effects on the level 
and type of crime reports obtained, 
the presence of others during an 
interview also compromises the 
confidentiality of respondents' 
answers that ideally should be main
tained in collecting potentially 
sensitive information. Given the 
unpredictable effects of the 
presence of others and our inability 
to control traffic in respondents' 
homes, the only conclusion we can 
dra w is that there is no way to 
design a household screening 
procedure that is entirely free of 
error. 

The presence of other individuals 
during an interview can have various 
effects. One benefit is that inci
dents that would be classed as 
household crimes, but of which the 
household respondent was unaware or 
had forgotten, may be brought to the 
attention of this respondent if other 
knowledgeable household members are 
present. On the negative side, a 
household respondent may be less 
likely to report disturbing incidents, 
such as break-ins, if the occurrence 
of the incident had somehow been 
hidden from children or elderly rela
tives and if any of these individuals 
is present. 

These effects may also influence 
reporting if uniform screening proce
dures are implemented. However, an 
additional problem resulting from 
the presence of more than one 
eligible household member is that 
rigid administration of the household 
screener to one respondent after 
another may appear nonsensical, 
particularly if later respondents have 
already volunteered information 
regarding a household incident during 
an Interview with another respondent. 
This problem may lead to a perception 
that the interviewer Is wasting 
respondents' time, possibly resulting 
in respondents answering screen 
questions carelessly, terminating the 
interview, or refusing to participate 
in future interviews. Alternatively, 
nontelephone interviewers may choose 
to administer household screen ques
tions in abbreviated fashion if they 
detect such problems, which may 
produce a negative bias in household 
incident reporting for multiple
person households. 

Given our inability to insist on 
private interviews in respondents' 
homes and the pervasive influence of 
this uncontrollable variable across 
all types of household screening, it 
appears that we must live with some 
error in this aspect of the survey. 
However, two strategies may be 
proposed to reduce the impact of 
this factor on NCS reporting. A 

. basic feature of these proposals is to 
continue the current procedure of 
collecting household incident data 
from only one respondent in the 
household. 

First, interviewers can collect these 
data only from a knowledgeable 
respondent (for example, a parent or 
the individual who pays the rent or 
mortgage). If this individual is 
unavailable, the household screener 
may be deferred until this respondent 
can be interviewed. Second, when 
other respondents are present, they 
can be encouraged to contribute 
incidents they recall and that the 
household respondent fails to report 
during household screening questions. 
These strategies should do much to 
increase household incident reporting, 
but without the potential negative 

impact of uniform screening on 
respondents' diligence or the 
problems which result from 
unduplication and downweighting. 

Continuing to collect household data 
from only one respondent will not 
provide non household respondents 
with a "warmup" from these ques
tions. However, the personal 
screener items planned for final 
revisions should be more effective in 
prodding respondents' memories than 
the current screener and therefore 
less prone to the warmup effect of 
the household screen items. Conse
quently, we expect the "warmup" 
effect to be reduced in data col
lected with the fin~ version of the 
NCS questionnaire. 

Another problem in attenuating 
household respondent effects is the 
artifactual distinction between 
personal and household larceny. BJS 
and Census Bureau staff believe that 
the most promising solution to this 
problem is to eliminate "personal 
larceny without contact" as a crime 
classification. The artifactual 
distinction between personal and 
household larceny is also responsible 
for some household respondent 
effects. All larcenies, except for 
personal larcenies with contact (for 
example, pocket picking and purse 
snatching) and those related to 
motor vehicles, will be recorded as 
household larcenies, regardless of 
which household member first re
porte.d the incident. This procedure 
may be vulnerable to error caused by 
interviewers unduplicating multiple 
reports of the same incident. How
ever, it will eliminate the analytic 
and conceptual difficulties caused by 
the current location-based definitions 
of larceny. Also, it will not rely on 
distinctions regarding which house
hold member(s) actually owns stolen 
property, thereby avoiding question
able decisions on larceny weights and 
assignment of incidents to person 
records in NCS data files. 

4SRC tests of the proposed final version of the 
screener adopted a uniform screening procedure, 
which makes it impossible to compare the effect 
of household and nonhousehold respondent status 
on personal screening. Assessment of this effect 
must await availability of census-produced pre
test and/or production data that contain Infor
mation on assignment of household respondents. 
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Implementation of the NeS redesign 

The Implementation Task Force, 
described in the section dealing with 
the structure and functioning of the 
NCS Redesign Consortium, began its 
work in December 1983. The purpose 
of this body was to develop a strat
egy for evaluating and executing the 
large number of proposed changes 
resulting from NCS redesign 
research and development work. The 
task force functioned concurrently 
with the design group described in 
the previous section of this report, 
but it focused on the more detailed 
aspects of proposed changes to the 
survey, rather than on the larger 
packages that were the concern of 
the design group. 

Early in the task force meetings the 
group decided that two primary goals 
should guide implementation strat
egy. First, changes to the survey 
should be implemented as quickly as 
possible, so that analysis of impor
tant new questions could begin. 
Second, changes should be introduced 
in a way that minimized potential 
disruption to the NCS series. A 
number of proposed changes were 
judged ready for implementation 
early in the work of the task force, 
while others required more testing 
and evaluation. Among the latter 
group were some changes that had 
potential for affecting NCS rates, 
such as the introduction of revised 
screening questions and a uniform 
screening strategy. 

The task force concluded that 
changes to the survey should be di
vided into two groups--those that 
had potential for affecting NCS 
rates and those that had little 
potential for change due solely to 
alterations in instrumentation. 
Alterations judged to be non-rate 
affecting would be implemented as 
soon as pretesting by the Census 
Bureau allowed, and the remaining 
revisions would be implemented at a 
later date, simultaneously if possi
ble. Concurrent implementation of 
rate-affecting changes would not 
allow measurement of the individual 
impact of each change, but it would 
minimize series disruption by 
providing a clean series break. 1 

lA summary of the major decisions on survey 
modification is provided in Appendix B. Issues 
that have yet to be resolved are listed in 
Appendix C. 
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Once near-term and long-term pack
ages of changes had been developed, 
the task force began to concentrate 
on near-term implementation deci
sions. These consisted mainly of 
revisions to the NCS incident form, 
which collects data on the charac
teristics and consequences of crime 
victimization. Because these 
changes would have no foreseeable 
impact on the screening strategy 
used to elicit reports of crime 
incidents, their impact on NCS rates 
was expected to be neg!!gible. 

The task force also proposed two 
changes to the screener that were 
expected to have negligible impact 
on rates. First, the survey would 
begin to Interview 12- and 13-year
old respondents directly, rather than 
collect proxy interviews; proxies 
would be collected for these 
respondents only if adult household 
members objected. The intent of 
this change is to enhance the accu
racy of victi mization data collected 
from these respondents. Second, a 
long battery of questions was 
dropped that dealt with the nature of 
employment and with attempts by 
unemployed respondents to seek 
work. These items had been imported 
from the Current Population Survey 
(CPS) when the NCS was Initially 
designed. While some useful 
analyses could be performed with 
these data, such as determining the 
comparative risk of different 
occ!-,pations particularly if several 
years of NCS data were merged to 
provide a large data set, many of 
these items caused difficulties in 
establishing respondent rapport. The 
questions regarding unemployment 
and searching for work were 
particularly irrelevant to the content 
of a crime victimization survey. The 
items that enabled classification of 
respondents' occupations and the in
dustries in which they work were 
also extremely expensive to process 
and were regarded as not having 
enough analytic utility to justify the 
costs of providing this information. 

Collection of occupational data for 
respondent::: who were victimized 
will be continued in the near-term 
version of the NCS, b~t comparisons 
with the occupational characteristics 
of nonvictims will not be possible for 
data collected with this instrument. 

An entirely new strategy for collect
ing occupational data is being 
studied for the long-term question
naire. A new set of items has been 
developed for use with both the 
screener and incident form that will 
measure (1) whether the respondent 
is employed in any of several occu
pations which are high-risk or have 
other substantive interest, (2) 
whether he or she works for 
government or a private firm or is 
self-employed, and (3) the degree of 
urbanization of the respondent's 
work site. These items are being 
prepared for testing and should be 
useful for comparing these targeted 
occupations to the general popula
tion, without requiring the extensive 
manual coding needed for the 
previous industry and occupation 
items. The gaps in our knowledge of 
victimization risk for other occu
pations can be filled by periodic 
special supplements dealing with the 
victimization experiences of all 
respondents in the labor force or of 
those in particular occupations. 
Using supplements to collect such 
data promises to provide more 
exhaustive and analytically useful 
information on occupational risk 
than can ever be gathered by a 
necessarily small set of items in the 
regular NCS instrument. 

Once BJS approved the package of 
proposed near-term changes, the 
Census Bureau began field testing 
the new questionnaire. Two tests 
were conducted utilizing regular 
NCS interviewers in 1985, and the 
final near-term version was intro
duced in July 1986. Except for the 
employment status data described 
above, the near-term revised NCS 
should extend the time series for all 
previous NCS data and will provide 
enhanced incident data on victim and 
bystander behavior, offender 
substance abuse, place of crime 
occurrence, weapon use by offenders, 
property loss, and contacts with the 
criminal justice system. 

In addition to questionnaire changes, 
the task force also endorsed the 
development of a county-level NCS
file for near-term implementation 
that would enable subnational analy
sis of NCS data. This file will be 
produced annually and will include 
data for those counties in which a 



minimum number of NCS interviews 
have been conducted in a given year. 
To protect respondents' privacy, 
Primary Sampling Unit (PSU) data on 
public-use tapes will be scrambled. 
This encoding will prevent the 
identification of PSU's on these 
tapes by making impossible a match 
with corresponding, geographically 
identifiable data on the county-level 
file. The first full calendar year for 
which this file will be prepared is 
1987. BJS will evaluate releasing 
this file in a format compatible with 
microcomputers, but the necessary 
planning for such a release has not 
yet been completed. 

After planning for near-term changes 
was concluded, the task force devot
ed its attention to the major changes 
to the survey that would result from 
the proposed long-term revisions. 
Final recommendations to the 
Director of BJS were prepared, and 
in 1986 the Director's decisions on 
long-term revisions were commu
nicated to the Director of the 
Census Bureau. These alterations 
include a revised questionnaire, 
incorporating new screening proce
dures, and components of the 
approved design package described in 
the previous section on design 
changes. The implementation status 
of each of these changes is described 
below: 

Revised questionnaire 

Near-term instrument changes have 
already been implemented, and BJS 
and NIJ will cosponsor one-time, 
topical supplements. The most 
important changes planned for long
term implementation include: 
• major redrafting of the screener 
form to incorporate a "short-cues" 
screening strategy; 
• changes in the treatment of series 
crimes, so that a series would com
prise a minimum of six incidents. In 
addition to data currently gathered 
on the last incident in a series, new 
information will be collected on the 
aggregate series; and 
• utilization of supplements to col
lect some data that have traditional
ly been gathered by the ongoing NCS. 

Work to implement the long-term 
revised questionnaire is well under 
way. Questionnaire drafts were pre
pared by the Census Bureau, and an 
initial, two-wave pretest using 
Census Bureau interviewers was 
fielded in June and September 1987 
in the Washington, D.C., area. A 
comprehensive plan for the remaining 
implementation work has been agreed 
to by BJS and the Census Bureau and 
includes four components: 

Testing. A three-wave national test 
of 1,000 cases will be' used for final 
revisions to the long-term question
naire. Data for the first wave were 
collected in February/March 1988, 
and two subsequent waves will be 
administered at 6-month intervals. 
Respondents are drawn from unused 
NCS sample cases. A control group 
of 1,000 from the regular NCS sam
ple with the same maturity in sample 
has been selected to facilitate 
comparisons of current and proposed 
screening strategies. Experience 
with the revised questionnaire should 
allow final decisions on instrument 
content to be reached by November/ 
December 1988. The third wave of 
this test will be conducted primarily 
to provide data on cumulative 
l'esponse rates and multi wave trends 
in victimization reporting. 

Phase-in. A three-step, phased 
implementation of the new question
naire will begin in January 1989. At 
this time an instrument reflecting 
experience from the first wave of 
the national test will be implemented 
for a random 596 of active NCS cases. 
This first step of the phase-in will 
give Census Bureau regional office 
staff and interviewers experience in 
using the new questionnaire and will 
allow us to identify and correct 
problems. Data collected with the 
new instrument during this step of 
the phase-in will not be used for 
estimation. Consequently, any prob
lems arising from use of the new 
questionnaire will not be reflected in 
published N CS data. 

Final revisions to the questionnaire 
will be incorporated after all three 
pretests are completed. This revised 
instrument will be implemented for a 
random 5096 of the NCS snmple in 
January 1990. The final step of the 

phase-in calls for the new question
naire to be implemented for the full 
sample in July 1991. 

There are a number of desirable fea
tures to this plan. First, it allows 
BJS to continue to publish annual and 
yearly change estimates throughout 
the phase-in period. These estimates 
will be developed from annual files 
that are close to full sample size, 
except for 1990, which will rely on 
files that are 5096 the usual size. 
Splitting the 1990 data between near
and long-term instruments allows 
1989-90 change estimates to be 
calculated solely with data collected 
wi th the near-term instrument, and 
1990-91 estimates to be computed 
using long-term data. By allowing 18 
months for the 5096 step of the 
phase-in, the plan also allows for up 
to 6 months of long-term data to be 
discarded if startup problems are 
identified with the new instrument, 
without major damage to 1990 long
term data. Finally, by providing 18 
months for this second step, the plan 
facilitates development of a statis
tical splice for data collected with 
near- and long-term instruments by 
providing a substantial period of 
concurrent data collection with the 
two questionnaires. 

Statistical splice. Work on this 
activity--designed to facilitate 
comparisons of NCS near- and long
term data--should begin in 1991. 
Statistical models will be developed 
to adjust for the effects of long
term changes (for example, differ
ences in screener efficiency and data 
collection modes) on victimization 
reporting. Adjustment factors will 
be developed at least for major 
crime types and possibly for other 
important variables if reliable 
differences are found. Second-step 
phase-in data will be used for these 
analyses. This activity should be 
completed by July 1992. 

Processing system. A new process
ing system must be written to pre
pare NCS data files and produce 
annual tabulations. This work may 
begin as soon as final questionnaire 
decisions are made and should be 
completed before the new question
naire is implemented for the full 
sample in July 1991. 
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Implementation of the NCS redesign 

Longitudinal design 

While BJS recognizes the desirability 
of implementing such a design, a 
final decision on this option awaits 
review of the Survey of Income and 
Program Participation (SIPP) longi
tudinal processing system and file 
production procedures, A less costly 
longitudinal option discussed by the 
design group has been endorsed as an 
interim measure. This option would 
identify a subpopulation of crime 
victims and would administer a set 
of followup questions at the subse
quent interview regarding (1) 
victimization consequences and (2) 
subsequent contact with the criminal 
justice system. This set of questions 
would be administered as a supple
ment and would not be integrated 
wi th the regular N CS processing 
system. Victims who had moved 
from the sample address would be 
followed to obtain these data. 

Centralized telephone 
interviewing 

This design feature involves the 
implementation of Computer
Assisted Telephone Interviewing 
(CATI). The final test of this 
capability began in January 1987 
and relies on live cases from the 
ongoing NCS sample to evaluate the 
feasibility, cost, and data quality 
questions related to this technology. 
Current plans call for the Census 
Bureau to implement CATI for 
interviews utilizing the long-term 
questionnaire in all multiple
interviewer PSU's, beginning with 
the second step (5096) of phase-in. 
CATI will not be utilized for 
interviews in single-interviewer 
PSU's. 

Maximum use of telephone 
interviewing 

BJS has requested that the Census 
Bureau utilize telephone interview
ing for non-CATI interviews to the 
maximum extent possible. This 
change would help minimize data 
collection costs and would be imple
mented in all but one interview 
following the initial bounding 
interview for those respondents who 
can be reached by phone and who have 
consented to be interviewed by phone. 
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Use of bounding interview 
in estimation 

At the request of BJS, the Census 
Bureau has begun to study strategies 
for including bounding interview data 
in the data base used to produce NCB 
estimates. Final plans for this 
change have not been completed, but 
BJS expects that bounding interview 
data collected with the final revised 
questionnaire can be used for this 
purpose. Discussions have focused 
on downweighting incidents collected 
during the first interview to levels 
achieved during subsequent inter
views with the long-term, revised 
questionnaire. 

Interview-to -interview 
recounting 

BJS has directed the Census Bureau 
to change the current practice of 
accepting reports of crime incidents 
only for the 6-month period ending 
with the month priOl' to the inter
view. This revision will enable 
interviewers to collect data on more 
recent incidents while details are 
fresh and will provide for linking 
data for such incidents with data 
collected in the subsequent inter
view. Implementation of this 
feature will allow retention of the 
same 6-month reference period now 
used for estimation and may also 
allow some flexibility in CATI 
scheduling by allowing an extension 
of the monthly closeout period for 
NCS interviewing. 
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Conclusion 

The Bureau of Justice Statistics has 
devoted more than a decade to eval
uating all aspects of the National 
Crime Survey (NCS), beginning with 
the National Academy of Sciences 
report and extending through the 
NCS redesign project. The NCS is 
one of the largest surveys conducted 
by the Federal Government and, 
given its central role in providing 
data and statistics on the incidence 
of criminal victimization in the 
United States, clearly merits the 
years of assessment and redesign 
that this report describes. 

The redesign project will not be 
complete until BJS has both granted 
final approval for several remaining 
revisions and implemented approved 
changes successfully. The various 
decision points for questionnaire 
implementation are presented in the 
flowchart on page 33. In addition to 
questionnaire changes, several other 
issues remain to be resolved before 
the project is completed. Most 
important of these are implemen
tation of Computer-Assisted Tele
phone Interviewing and a person
based longitudinal design. 

BJS is satisfied that the research 
necessary to proceed with the 
implementation of the NCS redesign 
phase has been completed. A struc
ture has been developed that will 
allow rational decisions to be made 
at each stage of the implementation 
process based upon data from the 
previous stages. 

The NCS Redesign Consortium was 
charged with recommending the best 
possible design for a survey desIgned 
to collect data on criminal victimi
zation. BJS is satisfied that the 
high-quality research and develop
ment performed for this project have 
in fact provided the best available 
methodological information for 
improving the NCS. In making final 
design decisions, these recommen
dations have had to be balanced 
against the organizational and budg
etary constraints inherent in an 
ongoing survey program. Although 
BJS was not able to adopt all revi
sions suggested by the consortium, 
we believe that the redesigned sur
vey is the best that can be achieved 
in an operational NCS program. 

We expect that this revised version 
of the National Crime Survey will 
provide a more reliable, flexible, and 
useful data series on household and 
personal victimization well into the 
next century. 

BJS will continue to present results 
from the redesign project in a 
variety of formats, including Special 
Reports and Technical Reports that 
present data from the new question
naire items and that outline techni
cal issues raised through the analysis 
of new data. BJS believes that the 
redesign project has led, and will 
continue to lead, to improved vic
timization measurement both in 
terms of increased reporting of 
victimizations and more compre
hensive information concerning the 
nature of these victimizations. 
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National Crime Survey redesign long-term implementation schedule: 
Questionnaire testing, processing system development, and instrument comparisons 

Questionnaire 
testing and 
rev!slons 

Office of Manage
ment and Budget 
reviews 

Phase-In of new 
questionnaire 
and comparisons to 
current Instrument 

Phase-In of new 
questionnaire and 
comparisons to 
current Instrument 

Phase-In of new 
questionnaire 
and comparisons to 
current Instrument 

July 1987 October 1987 January 1988 April 1988 

Conduct wave 1 of 
national question
naire test 

Analyze results 
and revise 
questionnaire 

July 1988 Octobi 
l' 
,I 

Conduct wave 2 of il 
national question- 1 

naire test 1 

Analyt 
and ra 
questf 

Submit proposed 
questionnaire 
package for 
waves 1 & 2 of 
national test 

Obtain OMB clear
ance and signoff 
for waves 1 & 2 of 
national test 

Submit packages 
for 5% stage of 
phas&in and for 
long-term data 
quality test 

Obtain OMB clear
ance and signoff 
for 5% phas&in and 
for long-term data 
quality test 

P \ t" 

\

1 

.. ~ 

July 1989 October 1989 January 1990 April 1990 

Prepare questionnaire 
forms and train inter
viewers for 50% phas&in 

Implement 50% 
stage of phas&in 

July 1991 

Implement 100% 
stage of phas&in 

October 1991 January 1992 April 1992 

Develop and implement statistical spliCing techniques to 
compare effects of current and new questionnaires on 
victimization reporting. Utilize data collected during 50% 
stage of phas&in for controlled comparisons. 

Processing system; ______________ ..,~~First preliminary 
in place release using 

long-term data 

repare ques lonnalre 
forms and train inter
viewers for 5% phas&in 

,{ 

"\ i 

July 1990 

July 1992 

Implement 
splicing 
routines 

O~ 

Final 
to im 
stag' 

\ , 
," , , 



tion schedule: 
.~ and instrument comparisons 

April 1988 

:t wave 1 of 
I question
Cst 

Analyze results 
and revise 
questionnaire 

July 1988 October 1988 

Conduct wave 2 of 
national question
naire test 

Analyze results 
and revise 
questionnaire 

January 1989 April 1989 

~ubmit packages 
for 5% stage of 
'phase-in and for 
,long-term data 
~ualitytest 

Obtain OMS clear
ance and signoff 
for 5% phase-in and 
for long-term data 
quality test 

Submit final Obtain OMS clear-
questionnaire ance and signoff 
package (50% for final question-
stage of phase-in) naire package (50% 

/ 

stage of phase-in) 

April 1990 

April 1992 

I splicing techniques to 
. w questionnaires on 
a collect~>d during 50% 
. mparisons. 

f-_~First preliminary 
release using 
long-term data 

P \ t"" repare ques lonnalre Final decision Final decision to 
forms and train inter
viewers for 5% phase-in 

on question- implement 50% 
naire content stage of phase-in 

\ D~ide to begin work on 
\50% stage of phase-in 

July 1990 

July 1992 

Implement 
splicing 
routines 

Begin to develop 
processing system 

October 1990 

Implement 5% 
stage of phase-in 

Conduct long-term 
data quality test 

Analyze long-term 
data quality test 

January 1991 April 1991 

Final decision Train interviewers 
to implement 100% for 100% phase-in 
stage of phase-in 

October 1 992 

First final release 
using long-term data 
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Appendix A 

Major National Crime Survey redesign products 
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Data files 

1) Baltimore and San Jose Reverse 
Record Check Studies (1970) 

2) Flattened Versions of Longitudinal 
Files for All Incidents Reported During 
1975-79 and for Selected Person 
Information 

3) Longitudinal Version of Census 
Reference Period Research Experiment 

4) Peoria Screener Test 1 (1981) 

5) D.C. Crime Victimization Survey 
(1983) 

6) Victim Risk Supplement (1984) 

7) Peoria Screener Test 2 (1984) 

8) National Test of Experimental 
Instruments (1985) 

9) NCS-UCR Aggregate Annual Files 



AppendixB 

Major NeS redesign decisions 

I. guestionnaire II. Data collection ~rocedures 

A. Screener A. Eliminate proxy interviews for 
1. Adopt short-cues design for 12- and 13-year-old respondents 
screener (long-term). when possible (near-term). 
2. Revise Industry and 
Occupation items to target B. Implement "maximum 
victimization-related telephone" data collection (near-
occupational characteristics and long-term). 
(long-term). 
3. Begin to collect data on C. Adopt interview-to-interview 
vandalism (long-term). recounting of crime incidents (long-
4. Adopt victimization-related term). 
lifestyle items (long-term). 
5. Continue to collect household D. Implement final questionnaire 
incident data from one in three-step phase-in, to be 
household respondent. completed by July 1991 (long-
6. Retain 6-month reference term). 
period. 

B. Incident form Ill. Sample design 
1. Adopt new self-protection 
items detailing consequences A. Reject use of dual-frame 
and bystander behavior (near- (telephone and area) design. 
term). 
2. Adopt items on substance B. Retain current frame, based on 
abuse by offenders (near-term). decennial census. 
3. Adopt items on long-term 
contacts with the criminal C. Stratify sample by areal UCR 
justice system (near-term). data to improve sample accuracy 
4. Correct ambiguities In (near-term). 
offender weapon-use items 
(near-term). 
5. Provide greater detail in IV. Estimation 
"place of occurrence" item 
(near-term). A. Develop models to incorporate 
6. Adopt new item measuring bounding interview data in 
threats before actual attacks estimates (long-term). 
(near-term). 
7. Provide greater detail in B. Develop statistical splice to 
"type of property taken" item allow comparisons of data collected 
(near-term). with long-term instrument to 
8. Revise "type of property earlier NCS data. 
recovered" variable (near-term). 
9. Expand codes for items 
measuring reasons for reporting 
or not reporting crimes to the 
police (near-term). 

C. General 
1. Adopt "core and supplement" 
format (near-term). 
2. Raise threshold for defining 
series crime to six incidents 
(long-term). 
3. Adopt machine-readable 
control card (long-term). 
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Remaining issues 
in the NCS redesign 

I. Release of county-level NCS data 
in microcomputer format. 

II. Adoption of full, person-based 
longitudinal design. 

III. Design and scheduling for 
longitudinal supplement. 

IV. Computer-Assisted Telephone 
Interviewing (CAT!) implementation in 
multiple-interviewer PSU's for 5096 of 
sample receiving long-term questionnaire 
during second step of phase-in. 
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Drugs & Crime Data Data Center & 
Clearinghouse for 
Drugs & Crime 

Illicit drugs
Cultivation to 
consequences 

The worldwide drug business 

Cultivation & production 
Foreign 
Domestic 

Distribution 
Export 
Transshipment 
Import into U.S. 

Finance 
Money laundering 
Profits 

The fight against drugs 

Enforcement 
Border interdiction 
Investigation 
Seizure & forfeiture 
Prosecution 

Consumption reduction 
Prevention 
Education 
Treatment 

ConSGquencas of drug ·use 

Abuse 
Addiction 
Overdose 
Death 

Crime 
While on drugs 
For drug money 
Trafficking 

Impact on justice system 

Social disruption 

The Data Center & Clearinghouse 
for Drugs & Crime is funded by 
the Bureau of Justice Assistance 
and directed by the Bureau of 
Justice Statistics of the U.S. 
Department of Justice. 

Major heroin smuggling routes into the United States 

DEA Quarterly Intelligence Trends 

One free phone call can give. you access 
to a growing data base on drugs & crime 

The new Data Center & Clearing
house for Drugs & Crime is managed 
by the Bureau of Justice Statistics. 
To serve you, the center will-

• Respond to your requests 
for drugs and clime data 

• Let you know about new drugs and 
clime data reports. 

• Send you reports on drugs and crime. 

• Conduct special bibliographic 
searches for you on specific drugs 
and crime topics. 

• Refer you to data on epidemiol
ogy, prevention, and treatment of 
substance abuse at the National 
Clearinghouse for Alcohol and Drug 
Information of the Alcohol, Drug 
Abuse, and Mental Health Adminis
tration. 

• Publish special reports on subjects 
such as assets forfeiture and seizure, 
economic costs of drug-related 
crime, drugs and violence, drug laws 
of the 50 States, drug abuse and 
corrections, and innovative law 
enforcement reactions to drugs and 
clime. 

• Prepare a comprehensive, concise 
report that will bring together a rich 
array of data to trace and quantify 
the full flow of illicit drugs from 
cultivation to consequences. 

Major cocaine smuggling routes 
into the United States 

DEA Quarterly 
Intelligence Trends 

Call now and speak to a specialist 
in drugs & crime statistics: 

1-800-666-3332 
Or write to the Data Center & 
Clearinghouse tor Drugs & Crime 
1600 Research Boulevard 
Rockville, MD 20850 


