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The use of complex surveys to record and es- 
timate soc ia l l y  relevant information is increas- 
ing ly  common among government and industry.  
Among the newest of large scale sample surveys 
is the National Crime Survey (NCS) a survey of 
v i c t im iza t ion  sponsored by the Law Enforcement 
Assistance Administrat ion and conducted by the 
Bureau of the Census through interagency agree- 
ment. NCS estimates the rate of criminal v ic -  
t im izat ion from the serious crimes of rape, 
robbery, assault ,  burglary,  larceny, and motor 
vehicle the f t .  The survey was designed during 
the period 1970-1972, and has been operational 
since July,  1972. The primary concern of the 
ear ly days of NCS was with the design of a su i t -  
able survey instrument and with t rad i t i ona l  
s t a t i s t i c a l  object ives such as sampling e f f i c -  
iency and point est imation. 

As experience with the current NCS design 
accumulates, a t tent ion now focuses on the var- 
ia t ion  introduced into NCS estimates from non- 
sampling error .  A recent report  on the method- 
ological aspects of NCS, Surveying Crime, (Nat- 
ional Research Council, 1976), focuses substan- 
t i a l  a t tent ion on th is  problem. Response er ror  
is one source of non-sampling error  that  re- 
ceived considerable a t ten t ion ,  (NRC, 1976: 62- 
80). 

In an ea r l i e r  paper, we explored various fea- 
tures of the NCS panel f i e l d  survey design as 
sources of non-sampling er ror .  We s p e c i f i c a l l y  
examined var ia t ion  in the number of p r io r  i n te r -  
views, the number of v ic t imizat ions  previously 
reported, and the medium of interv iew (whether 
in-person or by telephone) as sources of er ror  
on survey report ing of v ic t imizat ions  (Lehnen 
and Reiss, 1978). We extend th is  discussion in 
th is  paper by examining some of the conceptual, 
methodological, and analy t ica l  d i f f i c u l t i e s  in-  
herent in the NCS design and explore the i r  im- 
p l ica t ions  for  acquir ing a sui table estimate of 
the degree to which response errors a f fec t  cur- 
rent estimates of v ic t im iza t ion  rates. 

Basic Design of the NCS 

The basic sampling design of the NCS is a 
s t r a t i f i e d  mult istage c lus ter  sample divided in- 
to six ro ta t ion groups. Each ro ta t ion  group is 
a systematic one-sixth sample of the e l i g i b l e  
housing units as well as a one-sixth sample in- 
terview each month (Bureau of the Census, 1976: 
( 1 ) l - 2 ) .  Not unt i l  January ] ,  I~77 ~.'as a com- 
plete ro ta t ion  design reached where each rota-  
t ion group is interviewed once every six months 
for  three years, or seven interviews. 

The ro ta t ion  group sampling design was selec- 
ted to s tab i l i ze  the estimates of v i c t im iza t ion  
from one period to the next, to bound the re- 
port ing of v ic t im iza t ions  for  any given period 
of time, and to reduce the cost of the f i e l d  
survey. Only six of the seven interviews in a 
balanced design are used for  estimation since 
the i n i t i a l  interv iew is used only to bound the 

period of v i c t im iza t ion  repor t ing,  i . e . ,  to e- 
l iminate dupl icate reports of crime incidents 
beyond the six month recal l  period. 

By design, then, each successive interv iew is 
to be bounded by the previous one to reduce error  
ar is ing from telescoping incidents that  occur be- 
fore,  into the period of est imat ion. In execu- 
t ing the survey design, only about 82 percent of 
a l l  household and person interviews are ac tua l ly  
bounded; from 17 to 19 percent, depending upon 
the interv iew period, are ac tua l ly  unbounded 
(Reiss, 1977: 8). These unbounded interviews are 
p r imar i l y  from persons and households that move 
into a housing un i t  previously in sample. But 
unbounded interviews also come from other sources. 
Some are from persons or households that  are in-  
sample but not interviewed in the preceding six 
months. A small proport ion are from housing 
units added to update sampling l i s t s .  

Bounding status has a s i gn i f i can t  impact on 
the estimated v ic t im iza t ion  rate.  The amount of 
er ror  that  is introduced by the inclusion of un- 
bound interviews in estimating the v i c t im iza t ion  
rate is probably considerable since only two- 
th i rds  of a l l  reported crime v ic t im iza t ions  come 
from the 82 percent of a l l  bounded interviews 
(Reiss, 1977: 9). The higher rate of v i c t im i -  
zation reported in unbounded interviews is t race- 
able in large part to the combined e f fec t  of 
persons and households moving into locat ions 
having subs tan t ia l l y  higher v i c t im iza t ion  rates 
than do non-movers and the error  ar is ing from 
telescoping v ic t im iza t ions  in to  unbounded in te r -  
views. Clear ly ,  the current Bureau of the Census 
procedures for  estimating v i c t im iza t ion  rates 
over-estimates the rates by including substant ial  
numbers of v ic t im iza t ions  from actual unbounded 
interv iews. 

The basic data co l lec t ion  instrument of the 
NCS is the Basic Screen Questionnaire that  is ad- 
ministered to a household respondent and a l l  
members 14 years of age and older,  l This ques- 
t ionna i re  includes questions about household and 
respondent a t t r i bu tes  and "screen questions" to 
i den t i f y  whether the household or respondent has 
been v ic t imized.  Whenever any screen question 
i den t i f i es  a potent ia l  v ic t im of crime, the in-  
terviewer administers the Crime Incident Report 
for  each inc ident  i den t i f i ed .  The Crime Incident 
Report is a descr ipt ion of the crime event and 

Information about each household member aged 
12 and 13 is obtained by a proxy respondent 
who is e i ther  the household respondent or some 
other knowledgable household member. Proxies 
are also obtained when a pa r t i cu la r  respondent 
is phys ica l ly  or mental ly unable to answer the 
indiv idual  questions or i f  a household member 
14 or older is temporar i ly absent and is not 
expected to return before the ennumeration 
closeout date (Bureau of the Census, 1976: (1) 
5-2). 
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any action taken by the respondent or others. 
In the v i c t im iza t ion  survey, a respondent is 
naive about the Crime Incident Report un t i l  at 
least one incident is reported on the Basic 
Screen Questionnaire. 

Response Errors 

The phrase "response error"  is s u f f i c i e n t l y  
vague to warrant c l a r i f i c a t i o n .  We use the 
phrase response error  to include a l l  sources of 
var ia t ion introduced into the observation of 
v i c t im iza t ion  phenomena by the social mechanism 
used to measure, record, and process the in fo r -  
mation. Most response errors arise from the 
in te rac t ion  of respondent and interv iewer wi th-  
in the behavior context of an " in te rv iew. "  
Var iat ion,  for  example, may be induced into the 
observation because of status di f ferences be- 
tween interv iewer and respondent or because of 
the medium of i n t e r v i e w - -  by telephone, in per- 
son, or by se l f  adminis t rat ion.  Although these 
factors may contr ibute to overal l  error  in es- 
t imat ing v ic t im iza t ion  rates from sample surveys, 
one a t t r i bu te  of the NCS design, i t s  repeated 
measurement of the same respondent, appears to 
be a pr inc ipal  source of response error  (Lehnen 
and Reiss, 1978). 

Our previous research suggests that report ing 
of incidents declines subs tan t ia l l y  as a funct ion 
of the number of interv iews, or in other words, 
because respondent "resistance" or " fa t igue"  is 
present. I t  is d i f f i c u l t  to give a precise es- 
timate of the response e f fec t  of repeated mea- 
surement because there are two other competing 
hypotheses that adequately explain th is  f ind ing.  
One a l te rna t i ve  explanation derives from the 
problems associated with estimating the v ic t im-  
izat ion rate based on reports of respondents who 
remain or come in as replacements in the survey 
versus those who leave. The other explanation 
Suggests that the f a l l - o f f  in report ing re f lec ts  
actual changes in v i c t im iza t ion  experiences. 

While both hypotheses are discussed below, 
explanations of non-sampling sources of var ia-  
t ion in survey estimates of crime v ic t im iza t ion  
must also be viewed wi th in  the perspective of the 
v ic t im iza t ion  survey as a soc ia l l y  organized 
means of knowing about crime. Generally speaking 
there are two opposing views about estimating the 
crime rate. On the one hand, there are the 
rea l i s t s  who contend that there is an actual 
amount of crime that takes place in any period 
of time and that i t  is knowable. Aligned against 
them are the i n s t i t u t i o n a l  is ts  - -  or legal rea l -  
is ts  - -  who contend that crime is known only by 
some i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y  prescribed c r i t e r i a  and 
agency actions based on them. Crime is what the 
pol ice,  prosecutors, or courts do. Neither pos- 
ture seems a reasonable one since we can know 
only by i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y  and soc ia l l y  organized 
means of knowing (Biderman & Reiss, 1967: 2). 
There is ,  then, no way of knowing a "true rate" 
of crime. Our understanding of the occurrence 
of crime is enhanced, however, by comparing in- 
s t i t u t i o n a l l y  organized means of estimating 
crime rates and the i r  error  s t ructure.  

The v i c t im iza t ion  survey is but one i n s t i t u -  

t i o n a l l y  organized means for  estimating the crime 
rate. Ul t imate ly  i t s  u t i l i t y  must be assessed 
by comparing i t s  accuracy and coverage with those 
of other i n s t i t u t i o n a l l y  organized means, e .g . ,  
offender surveys of offending, or o f f i c i a l  agency 
s t a t i s t i c s  such as those derived by procedures 
for  acquir ing information and report ing offenses 
known to the pol ice. The test  of the hypotheses 
we propose is l im i ted ,  of necessity, to a test  
w i th in  the confines of the v ic t im survey. But 
one or two examples may serve to i l l u s t r a t e  
possible l im i t s  of the survey means of estima- 
t ing crime rates. 

The v ict im survey is a count of household and 
person v ic t imiza t ions  not a count of offenses or 
events and the i r  v e r i f i c a t i o n .  Moreover only an 
event against persons can give more than one 
v ic t im.  The design of the survey requires the 
recal l  of v ic t im iza t ions  as po in t - in - t ime events. 
This means that not only is there error  associat- 
ed with reca l l ,  but that respondents may be un- 
able to reca l l ,  unwi l l ing to repor t ,  or ac tua l ly  
do not experience some events as discrete point-  
in- t ime events. The conceptual izat ion and re- 
port ing of some of these v ic t im iza t ions  as 
"ser ies" events of v i c t im iza t i on ,  however, der- 
ives in part from the soc ia l l y  organized means 
of knowing in the v i c t im iza t ion  s u r v e y - -  by 
means designed to recal l  spec i f ic  crime incidents 
and the i r  occurrence. When the respondent is un- 
able to recal l  experiences with crime in terms of 
deta i ls  that separate the i r  recal l  as discrete or 
po in t - in - t ime events, the reports are c lass i f i ed  
as series v ic t im iza t ions  but the respondent is 
asked to estimate the number of discrete events, 
making no allowance for  the p o s s i b i l i t y  of con- 
ceptual iz ing them as chronic or continuing 
events. 

To i l l u s t r a t e  with the second example, the 
v ict im survey re l ies  upon assumptions that some 
events are household v ic t im iza t ions  while others 
are person v ic t im iza t ions ;  the former can be 
e l i c i t e d  from any, but need be from only one mem- 
ber of household, while the l a t t e r  must be e l i c -  
i ted from each person as an experience of v ic t im-  
iza t ion .  By contrast ,  pol ice agency s t a t i s t i c s  
on crime events begin with the i r  mobi l iza t ion to 
s i tuat ions and the i r  potent ia l  reporters.  Of- 
fenders as well as vict ims and any complainants 
or witnesses become mul t ip le  sources about some 
events. On the average the law enforcement a- 
gency survey takes place closer to the time of 
occurrence of the event than does the v i c t i m i -  
zation survey. 

Methodologica.l Problems and NCS 

A number of methodological problems a f fec t  re- 
sponse to the v ict im survey. Although th is  l i s t  
is po ten t i a l l y  quite long, two problems speci f ic  
to the NCS deserve par t i cu la r  a t ten t ion :  ( I )  
problems ar is ing from the repeated measures de- 
sign, and (2) problems ar is ing from the t rea t -  
ment of series incidents.  

The f i r s t  and probably most troublesome is the 
mover-stayer replacement problem. A housing 
uni t  is the basic sampling uni t  of the NCS so 
that repeated measures of crime v ic t im iza t ion  
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are obtained for  whichever members of a household 
or whichever household is resident in the sample 
housing un i t  at the time the survey interv iew is 
taken. Because persons and households move from 
sampled housing un i ts ,  the i n i t i a l  sample receiv-  
ing the bounding interv iew changes dramat ical ly  
by the time i t  reaches f u l l  matur i ty  at the sev- 
enth interv iew. The change can be observed in- 
d i r e c t l y  by the di f ferences in report ing of in-  
cidents between the f i r s t - t i m e r s  and the seventh- 
t imers. Although there is the p o s s i b i l i t y  that  
observed changes in inc ident  report ing represent 
adaptations in behavior which resu l t  in lower 
changes of v i c t im iza t ion  for  the stayers, one 
must suspect that  movers are d i f f e ren t  from stay- 
ers in t he i r  r i sk  of v i c t im iza t ion  and that  the 
decision to move must be associated d i r e c t l y  or 
i n d i r e c t l y  with v i c t im iza t ion  experience. Reiss 
(1977a) found that  res ident ia l  mob i l i t y  increases 
with both the seriousness and amount of v i c t im i -  
zation by crime. Persons report ing four of more 
v ic t im iza t ions  wi th in  a six month period were 
three times as l i k e l y  to move as were those re- 
port ing only a single v i c t im iza t i on .  

Theore t ica l l y ,  th is  design assumes that  
changes in housing occupancy and the v ic t im 
proneness of residents have no e f fec t  on es t i -  
mates of the aggregate crime rate at any point 
in time, even under the condit ion of complete 
turn-over of residents at a l l  sampled housing 
units from one estimation period to the next. A- 
part from assuming that  in the aggregate house- 
hold that  move into vacated housing uni ts have 
v ic t im iza t ion  rates s imi la r  to those that l e f t ,  
the design assumes that  the crime opportuni t ies 
associated with locat ions of housing units w i l l  
have the same e f fec t  in the aggregate on those 
who move in as on those who move out. This is 
so because the design hold constant crime oppor- 
t un i t i es  in -so - fa r  as they are associated with 
housing uni ts and the i r  res ident ia l  locat ion 
while al lowing those associated with residents 
to vary. 

A longi tudinal  design a l te rna t i ve  to the pre- 
sent one might fo l low residents of households as 
they move. Theore t i ca l l y ,  th is  design assumes 
that some persons or households change the i r  r i sk  
of v i c t im iza t ion  by moving to locat ions with 
d i f f e ren t  crime opportuni t ies and/or that  res i -  
dents who move have d i f f e ren t  propensit ies for  
v i c t im iza t ion  than those who stay or replace them. 
By fo l lowing residents,  crime opportuni t ies as- 
sociated with a pa r t i cu la r  set of res ident ia l  lo-  
cations are allowed to vary while the r isks of 
v i c t im iza t ion  associated with pa r t i cu la r  persons 
and the i r  household remains more or less con- 
stant for  t he i r  time in sample. Indeed th is  de- 
sign allows for  the p o s s i b i l i t y  that  over time 
even i f  a l l  o r i g i n a l l y  sampled housing uni ts are 
replaced, the crime rate can be accurately es- 
timated. 

Yet nei ther design permits us to separate the 
e f fec t  of crime opportuni t ies associated with 
res ident ia l  locat ion from those related to v ic -  
tim proneness and changes in residence. As a 
minimum, a design must examine the ef fects  as- 
sociated with both replacement and moving house- 
holds. The current design of the NCS unfor tu-  

nately permits us to compare only the rates of 
move-in with move-out households at d i f f e ren t  
points in time. But, replacement households, 
fami l ies that  move into the sampled housing un i ts ,  
are not s imi la r  to the movers with respect to re- 
port ing v i c t im iza t ions .  The exact nature of 
these di f ferences are now being estimated, but 
the d i f f i c u l t i e s  of c lass i fy ing  respondents into 
"mover," "s tayer , "  or "replacement" prevent a 
more complete discussion here. 

A second aspect of the repeated measures design 
is the household composition problem. Unlike the 
mover-stayer problem where the ent i re  household 
membership changes, the household composition 
problem arises from par t ia l  changes in member- 
ship. One can assume that the composition of the 
household af fects  i t s  r i sk  po ten t ia l ,  and that  a 
household with several teenaged male residents,  a 
v ic t im prone group, is more at r i sk  than a house- 
hold composed of an e lder ly  couple. During the 
course of the three years that  a household re- 
mains in the sample, major changes in composition 
can occur. In the case of the household with 
teenagers, they are l i k e l y  to take up a new res- 
idence for  employment, education, or mari tal  rea- 
sons, thus d r a s t i c a l l y  changing the v ic t im iza t ion  
potent ia l  of the household at a sample housing 
un i t .  I t  is un l i ke ly  that  these changes are o f f -  
se t t ing ,  in the sense that  other households have 
teenagers who come of age to o f f se t  the "move- 
outs."  I f  so, then one can expect some miscount- 
ing of v i c t im iza t i on ,  probably in the d i rec t ion  
of undercounting, as a ro ta t ion  group matures. 
In sum a second a r t i f a c t  of the repeated measures 
design, changing household composition, probably 
a f fects  estimates. 

A th i rd  aspect of the repeated measures design 
is the mul t ip le  exposure to s t imul i  problem. In 
another research paper (Lehnen and Reiss, 1978) 
we estimated the e f fec t  of repeated exposure of 
the same interv iew instrument on reports of v ic -  
t im iza t ion .  This research suggested that  there 
is a substant ial  decline in report ing v i c t i m i -  
zation as a funct ion of the number of previous 
exposures to the quest ionnaire. This f ind ing 
though consistent with other research on panel or 
repeated measurement designs, is compromised by 
the f a i l u r e  to allow for  the mover-stayer-re- 
placement e f fects  described above. Thus, the 
estimated decline in report ing may be due en- 
t i r e l y  to chan~es in sample composition, changes 
in respondents ~ v i c t im iza t ion  experience, o r  a 
" fa t igue"  e f fec t ,  as we expected. 

In addi t ion to the repeated measures aspect of 
NCS, the other unique source of response error  in 
NCS is the problem of "ser ies" reports.  Idea l l y ,  
the NCS questionnaire should record each v ic t im-  
izat ion inc ident  as a d iscrete event; p r a c t i c a l l y  
respondents sometimes f ind i t  d i f f i c u l t  to recal l  
the d iscrete events, especia l ly  where there are 

Housing uni ts are removed from the sample when 
demolished; pe r iod ica l l y  new housing units are 
added to enable persons occupying housing 
constructed a f te r  1970 to be properly repre- 
sented in the survey (LEAA, 1977: 97-98). 
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mul t ip le  occurrences of a s imi la r  nature. A 
teenager who rou t ine ly  has his lunch money stolen 
w i l l  have d i f f i c u l t y  reca l l ing  spec i f i c  events. 
A wife who is often assaulted by her husband may 
not remember the exact de ta i l s  of each beating. 
In these s i tua t ions ,  NCS interviewers record a 
"ser ies" reported, defined as an inc ident  report  
for  3 or more s imi la r  inc idents-assaul ts ,  t he f t s ,  
and so on. The interv iewer records the s imi la r -  
i t i e s  of the events and obtains an estimate of 
the number of occurrences. 

Besides the technical aspect of how series are 
counted in the published estimates of v i c t i m i -  
zation by crime --  they are not - -  the main issue 
is v a r i a b i l i t y  in use of series report ing by in- 
terviewers. There is some suggestion that  some 
interviewers are more prone to use series re- 
ports and that the content on some series re- 
ports could have been recorded as separate in-  
cidents. Aside from these d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  Reiss 
(1977b) has discovered that series reports usu- 
a l l y  appear during the f i r s t  interviews adminis- 
tered to a ro ta t ion  group, and that respondents 
who i n i t i a l l y  reported series incidents are un- 
l i k e l y  to report any other inc idents,  series or 
otherwise, during the remainder of t he i r  i n te r -  
view experience. This f inding suggests e i ther  
that  respondents are no longer being v ict imized 
or that  they have al tered the i r  response behav- 
io r ,  a matter requir ing fu r ther  inqu i ry .  

Conclusion 

We have cal led a t tent ion to a number of non- 
sampling errors that  are response ef fects  a r i s -  
ing from the current NCS design. Although we 
have cal led a t tent ion to both fu r ther  inqu i ry  
and changes in design that w i l l  permit estimates 
of these sources of e r ror ,  i t  seems clear that  a 
to ta l  survey approach where the precise estima- 
t ion of each of these non-sampling sources of 
er ror  is b u i l t  into the design is what is re- 
quired. The time has come for  survey analysts 
to recognize that  the sampling sources of er ror  
may be t r i v i a l  compared with those generated by 
the design. 
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