
U.S. Department of Justice 
National Institute of Justice 

130302 

This document has been reproduced exactly as received from the 
person or organization originating It. Points of view or opinions stated in 
this document are ihose of the authors and do not necessarily represent 
the official position or pOlicies of the National Institute of Justice. 

Permission to reproduce this I ; 10 :]1 material has been 
granted by .' • ~ /B.J 

PubJ.1C Dcmall1/ OJP S 
u. S. Department of Justice 

to the National Criminal Justice Reference Service (NCJRS). 

\ 
\ 



U.S. Department of Justice 
Office of Justice Programs 
Bureau of Justice Statistics 

• 

Crime and the Nation's 
Households, 1990 

by Michael R. Rand 
BJS Statistician 

In 1990, 24% of U.S. households were 
victimized by a rape, robbery, assault, theft, 
burglary, or motor vehicle theft. This was a 
decline from the 25% of households that In 

_~89 experienced a crime measured by the 
~ational Crime Vlctlmlzatlon Survey 

(NCVS). The 1990 percentage is the low
est annual percentage since 1975, the first 
year for the household Indicator, when a 
third of all households experienced a crime. 
Until 1990 the proportion of households 
victimized by crime had remained 
unchanged for 5 years. A decrease In the 
percentage of hOllseholds victimized by 
theft largely accounted for the overall 
decline from 1989 to 1990. Each year theft 
comprises almost two-thirds of the victim
Izations measured by the NCVS. 

The percentage of households victimized 
by burglary in 1990 remained unchanged 
from 1989, as did the percentages of 
households with a member victimized by 
a rape, robbery, or assault. However, a 
greater percentage of U.S. households suf
fered.a completed or attempted motor vehi
cle theft in 1990 (1.9%) than In 1989 (1.6%). 

Additional findings for 1990 

The 1990 Indicator that measures the risk 
of crime among the Nation's households 
also revealed the following: 

.., Five percent of U.S. households had at 
least one member age 12 or older who was 
the victim of a violent crime. 

Households experiencing 
selected crimes of violence 
and theft, 1975·90 
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August 1991 
With this report, the Bureau of Justice 
Statistics celebrates the publication of its 
100th Bulletin. This Bulletin describes 
the prevalence of crime among our 
Nation's households. 

We chose this Bulletin as the most 
opportune time to announce a name 
change for the National Crime SUNey, 
the Nation's s9cond iargest ongoing 
household survey. In the future the 
survey will be ref'drred to as the National 
Crime Vlctlmlze,t/on Survey
emphasizing more clearly the 
measurement of those victimizations 
experienced by our citizens. The 
National Crime Victimization Survey 
(NCVS) will continue to obtain extensive, 
accurate information about the victims 
of crime In addition to measuring yearly 
trends. 

Steven D. Dillingham, Ph.D. 
Director 

Comparison of findings from the National Crime Victimization Survey 
and the Uniform Crime Reports 

The U.S. Department of Justice adminis
ters two programs to measure the magni
tude, nature, and Impact of crime in the 
United States: the National Crime Victim
Ization Survey (NCVS), the source of this 
report, and the Uniform Crime Reporting 
Program (UCR). 

Because of differences in methodology 
and crime coverage, the two programs 

examine the Nation's crime problem from 
somewhat different perspectives, and 
their results are not strictly comparable. 
The definitional and procedural differ
ences can account for many of the appar
ent discrepancies in estimates from the 
two programs. The Department of Justice 
fact sheet The Nation's Two Crime 
Measures (NCJ-122705) contains a de
tailed description of the NCVS and UCR. 



• Five percent of ail households experI
enced at least one completed or attempted 
burglary, and 17%, a completed or 
attempted theft. 

" As In previous years, households with 
higher incomes (29% of households in the 
$50.000-or-more category) were more likely 
to experience a crime than households with 
less Income. 

• Households in urban areas (30%) were 
more likely to experience a measured crime 
than suburban households (23%) or rural 
households (17%). 

• Twenty-eight percent of both black house
holds and households of other races -
Asians, Pacific Islanders, and Native 
Americans - were victimized by crime, 
compared to 23% of white households. 

Table 1. Households experiencing crime In 1990, 
and relative percent change since 1989 

1989" 1990 Relative 
Number Number percent 
olhouse- olhouse- cllange, 

Households holds Percent holds Percent 1989-90 

Total 94.553,000 100.0% 95,461,000 100.0% 
Victimized by: 

Any NCVS crime 23,221,000 24.6% 22,652,000 23.7% -3.4% • 

Violen,crlme 4,492,000 4.8 4,478,000 4.7 -1.2 
Rape 124,000 .1 104,000 .1 -16.8 
Robbery 934,000 1.0 967,000 1.0 2.5 
Assault 3,648,000 3.9 3,591,000 3.8 -2.5 

Aggravated 1,400,000 1.5 1,287,000 1.3 -8.9 
Simple 2,521,000 2.7 2,527,000 2.6 -.7 

Total theft 16,671,000 17.6% 15,905,000 16.7% -5.5%" 
Person£ll 10,585,000 11.2 10,042,000 10.5 -6.0· 

With contact 487,000 .5 548,000 .6 11.5 
Without contact 10,218,000 10.8 9,592,000 10.0 -7.0· 

Household 7,548,000 8.0 7,199,000 7.5 _5.5b 

Burglary 4,697,000 5.0 4,557,000 4.8 -3.9 
Motorvehlcle theft 1,553,000 1.6 1,825,000 1.9 16.4" 

Crimes of high concern 
(a rape, robbery, or assault 
by a strangeror a burglary) 6,939,000 7.3% 6,854,000 7.2~~ -2.2% 

Note: Detail does not add to total or crime subtotals because of overlap in households 
experiencing various crimes. Relative percent change Is based on unrounded figures. 
"Estimates lor 1989 differ from those published In Crime and the Nation's Households, 1989. 
See Meliiod%9Y. 
"change was statistically significant at the 95% confidence level. 
hChange was statistically significant at the 90% confidence level. 

Table 2. Percent of househOlds experiencing crime, by type of crime, 1975-90 

~ Among the regions, the West continued to 
have the highest proportion of households 
touched by crime (28%), while the North- • 
east had the lowest (20%). 

The National Crime Victimization Survey 

The NCVS has been an ongoing national 
survey of crime victims since 1972. The 
NCVS collects data on crimes that are not 
reported to the police as well as those that 
are reported. Because some crimes are 
difficult or Impossible to examine in a 
general population survey, the NCVS 
measures only the personal victimizations 
of rape, robbery, assault, and theft and the 
household crimes of theft, burglary, and 
motor vehicle theft. Homicide and commer
cial crimes are excluded from the house
hold survey. OVer the past 15 years this 
Indicator, which reports the proportion of 
households that experience an attempted 
or completed crime, has been calculated to 
estimate the dispersion of crime. (See 
Methodology on page 6 for further discus
sion of the indicator and of the NCVS.) 

A household refers both to a dwelling unit 
like a hous~ or apartment and to the people 
who live in it. A household counted as 
experiencing a crime during the year met 
one of these criteria: 

• It fell victim to a burglary, auto theft. or 
household theft. 

• A household member age 12 or older 
was raped, robbed, or assaulted. 

• A household member age 12 or older 
experienced a personal theft. 

• 
Percent of households ex~erienclnll crime 

Tn1!!ofcrime 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989" 1990 

Any NCVS crime 32.1 % 31.5% 31.3% 31.3% 31.3% 30.0% 30.0% 29.3% 27.4% 26.0% 25.0% 24.7% 24.5% 24.6% 24.6% 23.7% 

Violent crime 5.8 5.6 5.7 5.7 5.9 5.5 5.9 5.6 5.1 5.0 4.8 4.7 4.6 4.8 4.8 4.7 
Rape .2 .2 .2 .2 .2 .2 .2 .2 .1 .2 .1 .1 .1 .2 .1 .1 
Robbery 1.4 1.2 1.2 1.1 1.2 1.2 1.3 1.4 1.1 1.0 .9 .9 .1 .9 1.0 1.0 
Assault 4.5 4.4 4.7 4.6 4.8 4.4 4.7 4.5 4.2 4.1 4.0 3.8 3.8 4.0 3.9 3.8 

Personal theft 16.4 16.2 16.3 16.2 15.4 14.2 13.9 13.9 13.0 12.3 11.5 11.2 11.1 11.2 11.2 10.5 

Household theft 10.2 10.3 10.2 9.9 10.8 10.4 10.2 9.6 8.9 8.5 8.1 8.0 8.0 7.7 8.0 7.5 
Burglary 7.7 7.4 7.2 7.2 7.1 7.0 7.4 6.9 6.1 5.5 5.3 5.3 5.2 5.4 5.0 4.8 
MotorvehicJe theft 1.8 1.6 1.5 1.7 1.6 1.6 1.6 1.6 1.4 1.4 1.4 1.4 1.5 1.5 1.6 1.9 

Households touched 
by crime 
(in millions) 23.377 23.540 23.741 24.277 24.730 24.222 24.863 24.989 23.621 22.806 22.191 22.201 22.404 22.844 23.221 22.652 

Households In U.S. 
(In millions) 73.123 74.528 75.904 n578 78.964 80.622 82.797 85.178 86.146 87.791 88.852 90.014 91.391 92.892 94.553 95.461 

'Estimates for 1989 differ from those published In Crime and the Nation's Households, 1989. See Methodology. • 
'---____________ --1 
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Trends 

•
The percentage of households experlenc

. Ing a crime has never shown a statistically 
significant year-to-year increase since the 
inception of the indicator in 1975 (tabie 1, 
figure 1). From 1975 to 1985 declining 
percentages of U.S. households were 
victimized by crime: 32% of all households 
In 1975 and 25% in 1985. Between 1985 
and 1989 the percentage of households 
touched by crime remained unchanged . 
before decreasing again In 1990 (table 2). 

Some segments of the American population 
have experienced trends that differed from 
the national trend. For example, between 
1986 and 1989 the annual percentage of 
urban households victimized by a crime 
rose from 28% to 31 % while that for rural 
households fell from 20% to 17%. in 1990 
the percentage of white households 
experiencing a crime was at the lowest 
level ever, after being stable between 1985 
and 1989 (figure 1).1 By contrast, black 
households experienced an Increasing 
likelihood of criminal victimization between 
1985 and 1989. 

While lower percentages of both white and 

• 

black households experienced a crime in 
1990 than in 1975, black households had a 
smaller relative decrease than white house
holds. The proportion of black households 
touched by crime declined by 15% from 

lin the NCVS the race of the household Is considered 
to be that of the household head. 

1975 to 1990, compared to a 28% decline 
for white households. The overall differ
ence In the trends for white and black 
households primarily resulted from differ
ences In trends of theft. 

1989·90 comparisons 

The overall percentage of households 
touched by crime decreased In 1990 from 
the previous year. This decline occurred 
because of a decrease in the percentage 
of households with at least one member 
who experienced a personal theft as well 
as a marginal decrease In the psrcentage 
touched by household thefts. The 
Increased percentage of households with 
motor vehicle thefts In 1990 had minimal 
effect on the overall estimate. The percent
age of households that suffered burglaries 
or that had members who were victims of 
violent crime remained unchanged from the 
level of 1989. 

White households, non-Hispanic house
holds, suburban households, those with an 
income between $7,500 and $14,999, and 
those in the West were all less vulnerable to 
crime In 1990 than in 1989.2 Declines 
among these categories of households 
Were primarily the result of lower percent-

ZVulnerability to crime In general or to a specific typa 
of crime expresses the likelihood of a household of a 
particular category to have bean victimized by a crime. 
Vulnerability Is used In comparisons: The likelihood of 
victimization of a household In one category Is compared 
to that of a household in another category. 

Table 3. Percent of households experiencing crime, 
by race and ethnlclly of household head, 1990 

• 

Percent 
of households Race of household head 
experiencing: White Black 

Any NCVS crime 23.1% 27.8% 

Violent crime 4.6% 5.4% 
Rape .1 .1 
Robbery .8 2.2 
Assault 3.8 3.6 

Aggravated 1.3 1.9 
Simple 2.7 2.0 

Total theft 16.6% 17.0% 
Personal 10.5 10.2 
Household 7.4 8.4 

Burglary 4.3 7.9 
Mororvehicle theft 1.7 3.2 

Serious violent crimea 2.2% 3.8% 

Crimesofhlgh concernb 6.7% 10.3% 

Note: Detail does not add to total or crime subtotals 
because of overlap in households experioncin9 
various crimes. 

Ethnlclty of 
household head 

Non-
Other Hispanic Hispanic 

27.5% 23.1% 31.3% 

5.5% 4.5% 7.0% 
.1 .1 .2 

1.7 .9 2.7 
3.9 3.7 4.5 
1.2 1.3 2.0 
2.9 2.6 2.8 

18.6% 16.3% 20.9% 
12.9 10.4 11.9 
7.3 7.3 10.9 
5.6 4.7 6.2 
2.3 1.7 4.7 

2.9% 2.2% 4.6% 

8.8% 6.9% 10.5% 

"Rapa, robbery, or aggravated assault. 
bA rape, robbery, or assault by a stranger or a 
burglary. 

3 

ages of households experIencing theft. 
Households with an Income between 
$25,000 and $49,999 were somewhat less 
likely In 1990 than in 1989 to have been 
touched by crime. 

All segments of the U.S. population did not 
share the decreased susceptibility to crime 

Households experiencing selecWcl 
crimes, by race of household head, 1975-90 

Any NOVS crIme 

Parcant 01 housoholds 

Personal theft without contact 

Parcont 01 housoholds 

Household burglary 

Rape, robbery, and assault 

Parcent 01 households 

Figure 2 
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In 1990. Black households, Hispanic 
households, urban and rural households, 
and households outside the West were 
about as likely to sustain a crime in 1990 as 
in 1989. Even though urban households 
were less victimized by crimes of theft In 
1990 than In 1989, the overall susceptibility 
of urban households remained unchanged. 
Midwestern households were as likely to 
experience crime In 1990 as In 1989, 
despite a slight decline In the percentage 
of theft victims among them. Households 
In Income categories other than those noted 
above experienced no change in their 
susceptibility to criminal victimization from 
1989 to 1990. 

Because of reduced victimization from theft, 
two-to-three-person households were lass 
likely to experience a crime In 1990 than In 
1989. This size category includes almost 
half of the Nation's households. One
person households and households with 
more than three members had no decrease 
In the level of crime. In households of four 
to five people, a marginal decrease In the 
percentage experiencing theft did not cause 
a significant overall decrease In the per
centage of such households experiencing 
crime. 

Race and ethnlclty of household 

In 1990 white households were less likely 
to fall victim to a measured crime than black 
households and households of other races 
(table 3). A higher percentage of black 
households than white households suffered 

a robbery, aggravated assault, or motor 
vehicle theft. Black households were also 
slightly more vulnerable to household theft 
than white households. Burglary affected a 
higher percentage of black households than 
households of whites or other races. 

White households were more likely than 
black households to have a member vic
timized by simple assault. White, black, 
and other race households had similar 
percentages of crimes of theft overall, 
although other race households were 
slightiy more likely than white or black 
households to have a member who was 
the victim of a personal theft during 1990. 

Proportionately more Hispanic households 
than non-Hispanic households suffered a 
crime. Almost 3% of Hispanic households 
In 1990 experienced a robbery, compared 
to about 1 % of non-Hispanic households. 
Hispanic households were also more likely 
than their non-Hispanic counterparts to 
experience theft, 21% versus 16%. Larger 
percentages of Hispanic households than 
non-Hispanic households sustained a bur
glary or motor vehicle theft. 

Family Income 

Households with higher incomes were more 
susceptible to theft or attempted theft than 
were lower-income households (table 4). 
Households with Incomes of at least 
$50,000 were more than 1 1/2 times as 
likely to experience a personal theft as 
households with incomes below $7,500. 

Table 4. Percent of househOlds experiencing crime, by selected characteristics, 1990 

Percent Annual household income 
of households Under $7,500- $15,000- $25,000 $50,000 Place of residence· 
experiencing: $7,500 $14.999 $24.999 $49,999 ormore Urban Suburban Rural 

Any NCVS crime 22.6% 21.0% 23.7% 24.7% 28.6% 29.6% 22.7% 16.9% 

Violentcrime 5.9% 4.9% 4.9% 4.4% 4.3% 6.1% 4.2% 3.6% 
Rape .2 .1 .2 .1 .2 .1 .1 
Robbery 1.7 1.1 1.0 .7 .B 1.B .7 .4 
Assault 4.4 3.B 3.9 3.8 3.5 4.4 3.5 3.2 

Aggravated 1.7 1.5 1.4 1.3 1.0 1.7 1.2 1.2 
Simple 3.2 2.5 2.7 2.7 2.6 3.0 2.6 2.2 

Total theft 14.4% 13.9% 16.6% 17.B% 21.5% 20.3% 16.5% 11.6% 
Personal 8.3 B.2 10.1 11.5 15.1 12.4 10.9 6.9 
Household 7.5 6.9 7.9 7.8 7.B 9.9 6.8 5.5 

Burglary 6.7 5.0 4.7 4.1 4.7 6.7 3.9 3.7 
Motorvehicle theft 1.3 1.6 2.0 2.1 2.2 2.9 1.B 0.7 

Serious vlolentcrimeb 3.4% 2.7% 2.4% 2.0% 1.B% 3.5% 1.9% 1.7% 

Crimes of high concernc 9.0% 7.3% 7.3% 6.5% 7.2% 10.1% 6.1% 5.0% 

In general, as Income increased, the 
percentage of households with members 
victimized by personal theft Increased. 

Assau~s occurred in similar proportions at 
all household Income levels except for a 
slight difference between the highest and 
the lowest Income households. Despite this 
similarity In victimization by assault, house
holds with Incomes below $7,500 experi
enced violent crimes to a greater extent 
than did other households. 

Households with incomes under $7,500 
were more likely than higher Income house
holds to experience burglary but less likely 
than households with Incomes above 
$15,000 to be victimized by motor vehicle 
theft. 

Place of residence 

In 1990 households in urban areas 
continued to be the most likely and those 
In rural areas continued to be the least likely 
to be touched by crime. For all but two of 
the crimes measured, the percentage of 
suburban households victimized by crime 
fell between that of urban and rural house
holds. Suburban and rural households did 

J 
f 

f 

• 

not differ measurably in the percentages • 
victilnized by burglary or aggravated 
assault. In 1990, 1ln 56 urban households 
had a member who was the victim of a 
robbery, compared with iin 137 suburban 
households and 1 In 225 rural households. 

Region 
North- Mld-
east west South West 

19.8% 23.0% 24.3% 27.9% 

3.B% 4.6% 4.8% 5.5% 
.1 .1 .1 .2 

1.4 .B 1.0 1.0 
2.5 4.0 3.9 4.6 

.B 1.3 1.6 1.7 
1.B 3.0 2.6 3.2 

13.3% 16.6% 17.0% 19.9% 
B.7 10.6 10.6 12.4 
5.3 7.4 7.9 9.5 
3.3 4.5 5.5 5.4 
2.5 1.3 1.B 2.2 

2.1% 2.1% 2.5% 2.7% 

5.5% 6.8% 7.7% 8.5% 

• Note: Detail does not add to total because of overlap in households experiencing various crimes. 
-Too few cases to obtain a statistically reliable estimate. 
~ese estimates are not comparable to estimates for place of residence prior to 1986 because of changes in geographic classification (see footnote 3). 
Rape, robbery, or aggravated assault 

cA rape, robbery, or assault by a stranger or a burglary. 
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Region 

• 
During 1990, as in the 4 previous years, 
households In the Northeast were the least 
vulnerable to crime (20%), while those In 
the West were the most (28%). House
holds In the South (24%) were slightly 
more vulnerable to crime than those In the 
Midwest (23%). 

There were few exceptions to this pattern 
of lower likelihood of criminal victimization 
for households In the North~ast and greater 
likelihood for households In the West. 
Northeastern households were the most 
vulnerable to robbery and were more likely 
than Southern or Midwestern households 
to have a completed or attempted motor 
vehicle theft. Western households were 
about as likely as Southern households to 
experience a burglary or a motor vehicle 
theft. Western, Southern, and Midwestern 
households had about the same likelihood 
to have a member to suffer an aggravated 
assault. Members of Western and Midwest
ern households were almost equally as 
likely to experience simple assault. 

Size of household 

In general, the more people in a household, 
• the greater Its susceptibility to crime (table 

5). This tendency is more pronounce~ for 
personal crimes than for household cnmes 
because larger households have more 
members at risk for personal crimes, but 
each household, regardless of size, Is at 
risk for household crimes. 

• 

The likelihood of personal crime victimi
zation generally does not increase at a rate 
proportional to increases in household size. 
For example, in 1990, as in previous years, 
the percentage of six-or-more-person 
households touched by personal theft was 
about 2112 t!mes that of one-person 
households. 

TableS. Percent of households 
touched by selected crimes, 
by size of househOld, 1990 

Percentof Numberofpersons 
households in household 
ex~riencin!l: 2-3 4-5 6+ 

Any NCVS crime 17.4% 23.0% 30.8% 38.9% 

Vlolentcrlme 3.0% 4.3% 6.8% 10.7% 
Totalth(lft 11.1 16.4 22.1 27.7 

Personal 7.0 1D.4 14.0 16.9 
Household 4.8 7.3 10.2 14.3 

Burglary 4.6 4.5 5.5 5.8 
Motorvehlcle 
theft 1.5 1.8 2.5 3.1 

For various reasons, the rate of victimi
zation by personal crime is not simply 
proportional to household size. Many 
households with two or more members 
have children under age 12. Crimes 
against young children are not included 
In the NCVS measurement of crime victiml
zatlon.3 In addition, variations In demo
graphic characteristics and lifestyles among 
different size households can affect their 
likelihood of criminal victimization. 

The relationship between household size 
and susceptibility to crime shown in past 
years also heid for 1990: 

• Fewer than 1 in 5 single-person house
holds were touched by crime, compared 
with 2 in 5 households with six or more 
persons. 
• Households with six or more members 
were about 4 times more likely than single
person households to have had at least one 
member who was victimized by violent 
crime (11% versus 3%) and 2112 times 
more likely to have sustained a personal 
or household theft (28% versus 11 %). 

As in previous years, burglary varied the 
least among households of different sizes. 
In 1990, 5% of single-person households 
were burglarized, compared to 6% of 
households with six or more members. 

Crimes of high concern 

In 1990, 1ln 14 households In the Nation 
were burglarized or had a member who was 
the victim of a violent crime (rape, robbery, 
or assault) committed by a stranger. These 
crimes, which many people consider the 
most threatening, have been designated 
crimes of high concern in this report. 

In 1990 households with incomes under 
$7,500 and urban households were the 
most likely to have been victimized by 
crimes of high concern. A higher percent
age of black households than white house
holds experienced at least one crime of 
high concern, and a higher percentage of 
Hispanic households sustained such 
crimes than did non-Hispanic households 
(figure 3). By region, the percentage of 
households experiencing a crime of high 
concern was highest in the West and lowest 
in the Northeast. 

3Crlmes against children under age 12 are excluded from 
the NCVS because asking sensitive qUestion!! about 
victimization might be stressful to the child or the parents, 
possibly discouraging adult participation In the survey. 
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Households experiencing crimes 
of high concern, by race 
of household head, 1981·90 

(A rape, robbery. or assault by a stranger 
or a burglary) 

Porcont 01 haus.holds 

15% 

10% 

5% 

1985 1990 

Figura 3 

From 1981 when 11 % of all households 
experienced a crime of high concern, until 
1985, when 8% of all households were so 
victimized, the percentage of households 
victimized by such crime decreased yearly. 
Between 1985 and 1988, the percentage 
did not change measurably but declined 
again In 1989 to 7%. The percentage in 
1990 remained at that lowest level-7%. 

Race and crime !lerlousness 

In 1990 black households were not only 
more vulnerable to crime than white 
households but were also more likely, if 
victimized, to raport a serious violent crime 
or a crime of high concern. In 1990, 14% 
of the black households experiencing any 
crime had a member victimized by a rape, 
robbery, or aggravated assaUlt, while 9% 
of victimized white households had a mem
ber who suffered one of these crimes. 
Similarly, among those households that fell 
victim to a crime In 1990, 37% of black 
households and 29% of white households 
were victimized by crimes of high concern. 

Factors affecting trends 

Population movements and changes in 
hOllsehold composition have affected 
the overall downward trend that the 
households-vlctimlzed-by-crime indicator 
has shown since 1975. 

American society is extremely mobile. For 
some time the population has been moving 
away from the Northeast and Midwest Into 



the South and West. Urban residents have 
been moving to suburban and rural areas. 
In 1975, 50% of the U.S. population lived in 
the Northeast or Midwest, compared to 44% 
In 1990. Between 1975 and 1985 the per
centage of households located In urban 
areas fell from 32% to 29% of all house
holds, while suburban and rural households 
Increased from 68% to 71 %. After 1986 
urban households continued to account for 
a declining percentage of all households, 
and suburban households, an increasing 
one.4 

People are constantly moving Into and out 
of different households, creating new 
households, and merging existing house
holds. During the period 1975 to 1990, the 
average size of the American houf.)ehold 
decreased. One-person households repre
sented 21 % of all households In 1975 but 
25% In 1990. The percentage of house
holds consisting of six or more persons fell 
from 7% to 3%. 

Two population movements outlined above, 
changing household size and household 
location, have shifted population from 
households more likely to experience crime 
-larger ones and those In urban areas
to those less likely - smaller ones and 
those In suburban or rural areas. Another 
movement has shifted the population in the 
opposite direction, from the Northeast, a 
region with a lower likelihood of crime, to 
the West, where a higher proportion of 
households experience crime. 

While current data do not permit measure
ment of the degree to which all population 
movements have affected the Indicator, 
estimates can be made for the effect of 
changes In household size. If the size 
distribution of American households wera 
the same in 1990 as In 1975, the estimate 
of households experiencing crime would 
have been 24.7% rather than 23.7%.5 This 
adjusted estimate, however, Is still signif
Icantly below the 1975 estimate of 32% 
of households victimized by crime. 

Methodology 

The Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) 
developed the households-victimized-by
crime indicator in 1981 to Improve our 

4Places of residence for 1986 through 1990 are based on 
1980 census oofinitions, and earlier years are based on 
1970 census definitions. Henca, the places of residence 
and population distributions identified in the two periods 
1975-85 and 1986-90 were notdirectiy comparable. 
G-ynis analysis assumes that in each cate90ry of 
household size the percentage of households victimized 
by crime in 1990 wOl1ld 1:>3 unchanged, given the size 
distribution for all households that existed in 1975. 

understanding of the Impact of crime on our 
society.s The household was chosen as 
the unit of analysis because crimes such 
as burglary are crimes against an entire 
household and crimes against persons 
affect members of the victim's household. 

Crimes not included in the NCVS 

Households-vlctlmized-by-crime estimates 
are derived from NCVS statistics on rape, 
personal robbery, assault, household bur
glary, personal and household theft, and 
motor vehicle theft.7 Because the NCVS 
counts only crimes for which the victim can 
be Interviewed, homicide Is not counted. 
Its exclusion does not noticeably affect the 
estimates. If each of the homicides during 
1990 had occurred In a different household 
and If these housaholds had been victim
ized by no other crime (the largest possible 
effect), then the Inclusion of homicides In 
these findings would not have raised the 
overall percent of households victimized by 
crime (23.7%) by as much as 0.05%.8 

Other crimes against persons or their 
households, such as fraud, confidence 
games, kidnaping, and arson are not 
included In this analysis because they are 
not measured by the NCVS. Commercial 
crimes, drug trafficking, and drug posses
sion crimes also are not Included. 

Rates of crime- number of crimes 
per 1,000 persons or households 

Traditional measures of crime are In the 
form of volumes or rates. Data on the 
volume of crime have limited usefulness 
because the size of the population Is not 
taken Into account. Rates - expressed In 
the NCVS as crimes per 1,000 households 
or per 1,000 persons - automatically 
correct for different population sizes. Rates 
based on the Individual person or house
hold, however, give only one measure of 
how common a crime is. Because crimes 
against individuals are likely to affect 
everyone with whom they reside. another 
estimate of whether crime Is widely spread 
or highly concentrated is to measure its 
occurrence in households with different 
characteristics. 

6The Prevalonce of Crime, B.iS Bulletin, NCJ-75905, 
April 1981. 
7These crimes are defined in Measuring Crime, BJS 
Bullenn, NCJ-75710, February 1981. As used in this 
report, the term "theff' is synonymous with the term 
"larceny· used in previous reports. The NCVS was 
formeriy named the National Crime Survey (NCS). 
8Preliminary estimates for 1990 indicate that homicides 
increased by 10% from the 21,500 that occurred in 1989 
(Federal Bureau of Investigation, Uniform Crime Reports, 
1991). 
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HOlJseholds-victimfzed-by-crime indicator 

For each type of crime examined, a house- • 
hold Is counted only once, regardless of 
how many times that household was 
victimized. For example, If a household 
were burglarized twice and one of Its 
members were robbed once during the 
year, it is counted once for households 
sustaining burglary even though it was 
victimized twice by burglary. It Is also 
counted once for households victimized 
by robbery. Finally, It Is counted once 
in the overall measure, households victim
Ized by crime. 

Consequently, the households-vlctlmlzed
by-crime estimate for 1990 (23.7%) Is less 
than the sum of the estimates for house
holds victimized by personal crimes 
(14.0%) and those victimized by household 
crimes (13.1%) because 2.2% of U.S. 
households were victims of both personal 
and household crimes. Similarly, because 
about 1.2% of U.S. households experience 
both personal theft and violence, the sum 
of households victimized by personal theft 
(10.5%) and those victimized by violence 
(4.7%) exceeds the estimate of those 
victimized by personal crime (14.0%). 

All data in this Bulletin are from the NCVS • 
except those specifically attributed to other 
sources. The NCVS Is an ongoing survey 
conducted for BJS by the Bureau of the 
Census. Interviews are conducted at 6-
month intervals with all occupants age 12 01' 

older in about 49,000 housing units (99,000 
persons). Because the NCVS does not ob-
tain Information about crimes against per-
sons under age 12, households experienc-
Ing only such crimes are not Included In the 
estimate of households victimized by crime. 

Revisions to prior year estimates 

Estimates of the percentage of households 
affected by crime for 1987 and 1989 vary 
from those published In Households 
Touched by Crime, 1987 and Crime and the 
Nation's Households, 1989, respectively. 

In '1987 the NCVS conducted a preliminary 
test on 5% of the sample using computer
assisted-telephone interviewing (CATI). 
In CATI an interviewer enters responses 
directly into a computer rather than on a 
printed form. Data from the CATI experi-
ment were excluded from estimates until • 
the effects of the change in procedure were 
known. 



Subsequent to the publication of Crime and 
the Nation's Households, 1989, Census 
Bureau programmers discovered that a 

,.weightlng adjustment was inadvertently 
omitted from the processing to produce the 
1989 crime prevalence estimates. In 
general, the effect of the error was a slight 
overestimate of the percentage of house
holds touched by crime for the Nation and 
for most population groups. Comparison 
of the corrected 1989 estimates with pub
lished estimates did not uncover any sub
stantive change. 

Estimates of standard errors 

The estimates In this Bulletin are derived 
from sam pie survey data, and they are 
subject to sampling variatlon.

g 
Because 

the procedure used to produce estimates 
of households sustaining crime differs from 
that for victimization rates, the households
victimized data have standard errors about 
8% higher than those for victimization rates 
with the same population bases, even 
though they are derived from the same 
sample survey. 

Comparisons presented in this report were 
determined to be statistically significant at 
the 95% confidence level, meaning that the 

•
estimatad difference Is greatel'than twice 
the standard error. Statements of compar
Ison qualified by language such as 
"slightly", "somewhat," or "marginal" 
indicate statistical significance at the 90% 
level (1.6 standard errors). The estimates 
are also subject to response errors, 
including crimes that are forgotten or 
withheld from the interviewer. Such 
response errors tend to cause understated 
counts of households victimized by crime.10 

---
DDetails of the NCVS sample design, the slandard error 
computation, and the customary estimation procedure for 
victimization rates and counts may be found In Criminal 
Victimization in tho United States, 1989, NCJ-129391, 
December 1990, appendix III. 
10 A more detailed description of the procedures used to 
estimate households victimized by crime appears in an 
unpublished memorandum prepared by the U.S. Bureau 
of the Census. The memorandum Is available from 
Michael Rand, cia Bureau of Justice Statistics, 633 
Indiana Avenue, N.W., Washington, D.C. 20531, 
telephone (202) 616-3494. 

Bureau of Justice Statistics Bulletins 
are prepared by BJS staff under the 
direction of Michael Agoplan, deputy 
director. This report was written by 
Michael R. Rand. Tom Hester edited it. 
Marilyn Marbrook, publications unit 
chief, administered report production, 
assisted by Tina Dorsey, Betty 
Sherman, Priscilla Middleton, Yvonne 
Boston, and Jayne Pugh. 
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and bureaus: Bureau of Justice 
Statistics, National Institute of Justice, 
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Prevention, and Office for Victims of 
Crime. 
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o Please put me on the mailing list for

O Law enforcement reports-national 
data on State and local police and 
sheriffs' departments: operations, 
equipment, personnel, salaries, 
spending policies, programs 

o Federal statistics-data describing 
Federal case processing, from inves
tigation through prosecution, 
adjudication, and corrections 

o Drugs and crime data-sentencing 
and time served by drug offenders, 
drug use at time of crime by jail 
inmates and State prisoners, and 
other quality data on drugs, crime, 
and law enforcement 

o BJS bulletins and special reports
timely reports of the most current 
justice data 

o White-collar crime-data on the 
processing of Federal white-collar 
crime cases 

o Privacy and security of criminal 
history information and information 
policy-new legislation; maintaining 
and releasing intelligence and inves
tigative records; data quality 
issues 

o Justice expenditure and employment 
reports-annual spending and 
staffing by FederallStatellocal 
governments and by function 
(police, courts, etc.) 

o Prosecution and adjudication in. 
State courts-case processing from 
prosecution through court disposi
tion, State felony laws, felony 
sentencing, criminal defense 

To be added to any BJS mailing list, copy 
or cut out this page, fill it in and mail it to: 

Olf your mailing label below is correct, 
check here and do not fill in 
your name and address. 

Name: 

Title: 

Organization: 

Street or box: 

City, State, Zip: 

Daytime phone number: ( 

Justice Statistics Clearinghouse/NCJRS 
U.S. Department of Justice 
Box 6000 
Rockville, MD 20850 

Interest in criminal justice (or organization and title if you put home address above): 

u.s. Department of Justice 
Office of Justice Programs 
Bureau of Justice Statistics 

Washington, D.C. 20531 

Bulletin 

Official Business 

Penalty for Private Use $300 

o Corrections reports-results of sample 
surveys and censuses of jails, prisons, 
parole, probation, and other correction. 
data 

o National Crime Survey reports--the 
only regular national survey of 
crime victi'Tls 

o Sourcebook of Criminal Justice 
Statistics (annual)-broad-based 
data from 150 + sources (400 + tables, 
10+ figures, subject index, 
annotated bibliography, addresses 
of sources) 

o Send me a form to sign up for NIJ 
Reports (free 6 times a year), which 
abstracts both private and 
government criminal justice 
publications and lists upcoming 
conferences and training sessions 
in the field. 

You will receive an 
annual renewal card. 
If you do not return it, 
we must drop you from 
the mailing list. 
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