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FORWARD 

"Cdminal Victimiza,tion in Massachusetts - 1976" is the most recent report of 

.. ~ '~*h¢ ~t'atistical Analysis Center of the Massachusetts Committee on Criminal 

Justice. Victimization surveys such as the one analyzed in this report are one of 
, 

our most 'important sources for certain types of crimi~al justice information. While 

'~survey :re'!!ults .for the entire United States have recently been published by the Law 

Enforcement Assistance Administration, this report contains the only available 

analysis of the Massachusetts data. I hope you find it useful and informative~ If 

you have any questibns or desire more information, please feel free to contact the 

Statistical Analysis Center at (617) 727-1498. 

Patricia McGovern, Executive Director 
Committee on Criminal Justice 
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PREFACE 

The author would like to thank those people who assisted in the preparation of 

this l"eport. Technical advice on the analysis and interpretation of data was 

provided by Carolyn She~tle, Director of the Statistical Analysis Center. Research 

Associates Robert Patrician and Stephen Perry also provided assistance. Pairle 

Jones was responsible for the preparation of graphs and charts for the report • 

Barbara Reinhart a,nd Nancie Mossman typed the report and readied it for 

publication. Without their assistance this study could not have been carried out. 
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SUMMARY 

According to the most recent National Crime Survey, approximately 12% of 

Massachusetts residents reported they were victims of one of the following types of 

personal crimes during 1976: rape, robbery, assault, larceny. Additionally, 23% of 

Massachusetts households were victims of either larceny, burglary or auto theft. 

2.8% of Massachusetts residents were victims of 
violent crimes and 8.9% were victims of personal 
theft. 

Almost one quarter of all Massachusetts households 
experienced an incident of theft • 

Most crimes were not reported to the police. Only 
about one third of personal crimes and one half of 
household crimes were reported. 

The most common reason for not reporting crimes 
was that the victim felt that the crime was not 
important. 

The risk of being victimized varied considerably 
among individuals. The following groups were re ... 
latively likely to be victims of personal crime: (1) 
persons under 35, (2) blacks, (3) males, anc;l (4) low­
income individuals .. 

Households which consisted of four or more people or 
which were headed by an individual who was young or 
black were more likely to be victimized than other 

, households. 

79% of all personal crimes were committed by some­
one who was a stranger to the victim. 

According to victim descriptions, the proportion of 
offenders who were either (1) young, (2) black or (3) 
male was consld~rably higher than would be expected 
from their proportion in the general population • 
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L INTRODUCTION 

This report examines the results of the Massachusetts portion cf the most 

recently released National Crime Survey. This survey, conducted annually by the 

u.s. Census Bureau for the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration, asked a 

representative sampling of United States residents about the extent to which they 

or members of their households, had been subjected to various crimes.
l 

This 

approach was designed to provide more detailed information than is available from 

more traditional sources of crime rate data,
2 

and to answer questions such as "Who 

is most likely to be victimized by certain types of crime?"and "What proportion of 

crimes are not reported to the police and why?". 

n. CRIMES INCLUDED IN THE SURVEY 

The survey breaks down crime into two types: (1) personal crime in which 

individuals are the victims, and (2) crimes in which households are victimized. 

Personal incidents made up approximately 14 percent of all incidents reported. The 

crimes included are limited to those which are amenable to study by the survey 

technique. Thus, for instance, murder is not included, and neither are white collar 

crimes (such as fraud) or "victimless" crimes such as drug abuse or prostitution. 

The following crimes are used in our analysis of the victimization data: I 
I 
~ 

i 
I 

IFor a more detailed explanation of the nature of the victimization survey, see 1 
Criminal Victimization in the United. States - 1973, U.S. Department of Justice, I j Law Enforcement Assistance Administr~tion, 1976. I 

"1 2The Uniform Crime Reports, published by the FBI, is the most-used source of h 

information on crime rates. These rates are not directly comparable to those Ii 

.• ~ ~~~~:~s!:~~:!C:i:~~:t~~~~~~~er:~u:~~~~~:c:h~fa~~:~~: :!St~~~:~::~~thS and : 

f I 
t 1 l\ 
~ I! 1 I; .. --....;...---_""'._._.= __ .. I.' ,=~~. -..,;="""=..",.,""""'''''''''' _______ ..,,..'''''''''''''''"'=''''''"= .1,., 

• --_ ... -- ... ,~O:O~!.?C~...:::...,....,..,.+~ ...... ~~:::..t."~~:;:::;:;::;:::r 
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FIGURE 1 

INDEX OF PERSONAL CRIMES 
PERCENTAGE OF RESIDENTS VICTIMIZED 

CRIMES"OF THEFT 

(LARCENY) 

8.9% 

VIOLENT CRIMES 

1::* 

2.8% 

*Standard error = 2.1 
**Standard e.rror = .38 

2 

Total 
11.7% 

Rape 
.05% 

..... __ Robbery 
• 6% 

Assault 
2.1% 

(~, 

... 

------ ~-------- -------------------
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Perso~al Crimes 

C~imes of Violence: Rape, Assault, Robbery 

Crimes of Pleft: Larceny 

Household Crimes.: Burglary, Larceny, Motor Vel1icle Theft 

In. THE EXTENT OF CRIME 

A. Personal Crimes 

The victimization survey reveals that in 1976 about 12 out of every 100 

Massachusetts residen~s (Figure 1) were victims of either personal theft (not 

including burglary or other household crimes) or crimes of violence (rape, robbery 

and assault). This is approximately the same rate that prevailed in Massachusetts 

during 1974-1975, and slightly below the national rate.3 2.8% of Massachusetts 

residents were victims of violent crimes in 1976. Assaults made up 75% of all 

violent crimes; rapes less than 1%. 

• Household crimes de) not include crimes of violence. If violence occurs during a 
household incident,lt is cl.assified as a personalcri~e. Robbery: includes crimes in 
which the object is to "relieve a person of property by force, Or threat ot force", 
w.hile larceny is the "theft of cash or property by stealth". .Burglary involves 
"illegal or attempted entry", while household larceny does not (i.e. the offender 
must have a right to.be in the builcJing involved). See Criminal Victimization in the 
United States - 1973. Ope cit • 

3National vi~timization data for 1976 reveal a rate of 3.2 and 9.6 per 100 residents 
for crimes of violence and crimes of theft. See Criminal Victimization in the 
.United States - a Comparison. of 1975 and 197.Uindinss U.S.' Department of 
Justice, LEAA, 1977. Like all surveys,the victimization study is subject to 
sampling error. This problem is discussed in the appendix. 

,]~ -
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Total* 
Household 
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FIGURE 2 

INDEX OF HOUSEHOLD CRIMES· 
PERCENTAGE OF HOUSEHOLDS VICTIMI7.ED 

. Burglary _ Larceny-

4.4 % 

Auto' Theft 

* Standard Error = 1. 3 percentages do' not ':::. 
add to 23.0 because of rounding. 
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Crimes of theft occurred more frequently than violent crimes. About one 

Massachusetts citizen in eleven was a victim of larceny. * 

B. H'cusehold Crimes 

Households as well as individuals can be victims of crime. In 1976 there were 

23 such crimes reported for every 100 households in Massachusetts (Figure 2). The 

most frequently reported household crimes were burglary (9.2 per. 100) and larceny 

(9.5 per 100). These are quite similar to rates which were reported both nationally 

and in Massachusetts during 1974 and 1975. While only 4.4% of all households 

experienced an auto theft, this figure is almost three times the national rate. 

* Unfortunately, data available to the Statistical Analysis Center do not permit an 
analysis of victimization rates in individual cities and cOUIlties. Only statewide 
rates can be analyzed. 
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IV. CRIMES REPORTED TO THE POLICE 

One of the limitations of crime rates derived from police reports is that they 

only include crimes of which the police are aware. This has two important 

consequences. First, they underestimate the actual amount of crime. Second, the 

rates may fluctuate not only because of changes in the actual crime rate, but 

because of fluctuations in the reporting of crimes to the police. Data from the 

victimization study allow us to examine the extent to which individuals fail to 

report crimes and the reasons why they fail to do so. 

Only about one third of all personal crimes and one half of all household 

crimes are reported to the policeS (See Figure 3). The type of crime committed, 

however, has a significant impact on the likelihood that the victim will report. 

Thus, about 50% of violent personal crimes are reported but only 30% of personal 

thefts. The reporting rate for household crimes ranges from 32% for larceny to 

almost 75% for auto theft. Generally, serious crimes have a greater likelihood of 

being reported than do lesser crimes. Less serious offenses therefore make up the 

majority of unreported crime (Figure 4). Other factors, however, influence 

whether a victim reports a crime. Rapes are less likely to be reported than 

robberies or burglaries due to the embarrassment and stigma associated with the 

crime. Auto thefts have a high reporting rate because reporting to the police is 

necessary in order for the victim to collect insurance, and perhaps also because of 

the relative success of the police in recovering the property. 

5These are very close to previous years' figures. The percent reporting to police 
according to the 1974-1975 survey was 32% for personal incidents and 53% for 
household incidents. The reporting rate for Massachusetts is somewhat higher than 
for the United States as a whole. This is true of all crimes except assault and rape, 
for which Massachusetts has lower rates. 
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FIGURE 4: 

INCIDENTS NOT REPO~TED TO THE POLICE 
Breakdmvn By Type of Crime 

Robbery 

PERSONAL INCIDENTS 

HOUSEHOLD INCIDENTS 
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The most common reason given for not reporting a crime to the police was 

that it was not important. Among those who did not report, this response was given 

for 44% of personal crimes and 57% of household crimes. A sizeable portion of 

victims felt either that nothing could be done, or that the police would be bothered 

if the crime were reported (Figure 5). 

Finally, there was no significant difference in the reporting of personal 

crimes for individuals of different sexes, races or income levels. Age, however, 

. f 6 was an Important actor. Forty-eight percent of those over 35 years of age 

claimed they reported to the police (personal crimes) but only 29% of those 

between the ages of 12 and 34 did so. This is particularly striking in light of the 

high crime rate for this younger age group (to be discussed in the following 

section). 

v. THE VICTIMS OF CRIME 

Although we have been discussing crime rates on a state-wide level, clearly 

all individuals do not run the same risk of being victimized. The risk of crime 

varies according to the type of offense, the area in which an individual lives, and 

individual background factors as well. The risk of rape, for instance, generally 

applies only to women, the risk of auto theft only to those who own cars. While the 

victimization survey does not allow us to examine all of these issues, it does 

provide information on the risk of crime associated with certain background 

characteristics. For the most part these results are consistent with previous 

Massachusetts surveys as well as with the national survey. 

6These results are also corroborated by the national study for most crimes. 

9 
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FIGURE 5 

RE.I\SOi~S FOR FAl LURE TO REPORT CRIME TO POLl CE 

PERCENTAGE OF THOSE FAILING TO REPORT 
WHO GAVE INDICATED REAsON* 

.PERSONAL 
INCIDENTS 

~rothi:J.g 

Could Be 
:r ot 

Importa.nt 
:?olice 

Would Be 
Done Bothered 

.HOUSEHOLD 
INCIDENTS 

:.rot hing 
Could Be 

Done 

:r6t 
Impo·:-t a.n t 

Percentages do not add to 100 because of 
10 

multiple responses 

o 

Police 
:,iould. Be 
Bothered 
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, 
A. Violent Personal Crimes 

The likelihood of being the victim of violent crime declines with age 

(Figure 6). The risk of violence for those Wlder 35 years of age was 4.3%, but for 

those 35 and over was only 1.4%.7 Blacks have more than twice the risk of violent 

crime as whites (5.6% and 2.7% respectively).8 Similarly, people with relatively 

lower incomes ($10,000 per year and Wlder) have about twice the risk as those with 

higher incomes. Finally, the risk of violent crime was 2.3% for females, but 3.4% 

for males. For the most part these patterns have not changed significantly during 

the last several years. 

B. Personal Crimes of Theft 

The victimization profile for personal theft (Figure 6) is similar to the profile 

for violent crimes. Those Wlder 35 years of age were more than twice as likely to 

be victims of theft as those over 35. Blacks had a significantly higher rate than 

whites, and people with lower incomes experienced relatively qigher rates. There 

was no significant difference, however, between males and females. 

7 Differences within each of these groups were relatively small. 

8These estimates are subject to considerable sampling error because of the rela­
tively small number of cases (people interviewed) on which the figures are based. 
See the appendix for a discussion of this issue. 
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FIGURE 6: 
RISK OF VIOLENT CRIME AND PERSONAL THEFT 

PERCENTAGE OF RESIDENTS VICTIMIZED 

12-34 

3.4 2.3 4.3 
1.4 

AGE 

12 

BLACK 

2.7 5.6 

RACE 

Violent Crime r===J 
Personal Theft ., 

3.4 .6.1.7 

INCO~E 

C. Household Crimes 

Households also vary in their risks of being crime victims.9 Consistent with 

the 1974 and 1975 surveys, households with four or more members are most likely to 

be victimized (Figure 7), having a risk of 32%. Similarly if the head of household is 

black or below the age of 35, the risk of crime is also high. The si~uation differs 

somewhat from personal crime, however, with regard to income. Households with 

incomes between $15,000 and $25,000 had the highest risk while those of lesser 

income had lower victimization rates. 

VI. CHARACTERISTICS OF OFFENDERS 

Information on the characteristics of those who commit crime is also import-

ant to our efforts to understand and limit criminal activity. The victimization 

survey can provide us with some data on this issue, although ~e must be careful 

about its use. 

9Household theft includes burglary, larceny and motor vehicle theft. Rates are 
based on the number of households in the sample, not the number of individuals. 
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FIGURE 7: 

RISK OF HOUSEHOLD CRIME 

PERCENTAGE OF HOUSEHOLDS VICTIMIZED 
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Descriptions of offenders were obtained from victims of violent criminal acts 
~ 

who were able to see the per~on(s) who committed the crime.IO It is important to 

remember that the descriptions are based entirely on the victims' perceptions. 

These perceptions may not always be accurate. Different observers of a crime do 

not always agree on important details. Further, descriptions may also depend on an . 

indiviq~l.;al's preconceptions - for instance, to the extent that victims expect 

offenders to be young, black and male, they are more likely to perceive an offender 

as having these characteristics.ll 

In 61% of the incidents, the crime was committed by a single offender. A 
.-

group of two or more was involved in Z8% of the incidents (Figure 8). The offender 

was a stranger to the victim, moreover, in 79% of the incidents (Figure 8). This is 

somewhat higher than the national figure of 64% • 

In general the 1976 data confirm, as did the results of p~evious victimization 

surveys (1974-1975), the widespread public assumption that those who commit 

crimes (of the type discussed in the survey) are disproportionately young, black and 

male (Figure 9). 

lOThis amounted to about Z5% of all personal incidents. 

llThis is most likely toocc~ when the victim gets only a fleeting glimpse of the 
offender • 
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FIGURE 8 

CHARACTERI ST I CS OF OFFENDERS 

NUMBER AND RELATION TO VICTIM 
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~~--~~--~~----------~--------------------------------!. 
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Relation of Victim 
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* Percentages do not add to 100 due to missing information 
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While most offenders acting alone were over Zl years of age, most group .. 

offenders were younger. Further, about three quarters of the single offenders were 

white compared to only 46% of group offenders. These results can also be viewed 

in terms of the actual Massachusetts population. The 1970 Census showed that 

16.6% of the population was between the ages of lZ and ZO, yet 40% of the single 

offenders and 56% of the ,group offenders were perceived as being in this age group. 

Similarly, 3.1% of Massachusetts residents were recorded by the 1970· Census as 

being black, while Z3% of the single offenders and 41% of the group offenders were 

perceived as bla~k by participants in the victimization survey. 

VlL CONCLUSION 

This report has discussed the results of the 1976 National Crime Survey. The 

techniques of the survey can still be improved and larger samples o£ Massachusetts 

residents interviewed. But the results of studies such as this, even in their present 

form, still provide those interested in Massachusetts' crime problem with needed 

information not available from other sources. Hopefully, additional reports based 

on more comprehensive data can be developed'to even better meet the information 

needs of the public and the c~iminal justice community. 
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FIGURE 9 

CHARACTERISTICS OF OFFENDERS 
AS 

PERCEIVED BY CRIME VICTIMS 

SI~GLE OFFENDERS GROUP OFFENDERS 

Under :GU I 21 or 
Years More 

All 21 All Urider I 
20 Years Mor~ 

·40C7 
. 10 53%- 60%'+ 12:·· 

Black I White 
white I Black 
Only Only 

23% 76% 46% 41% 

Male I Female 

. -
Male I Female 
Only On}.y 

, 

87% 13% 77% 0% 

.. 

orl Mixed 

27% 

I Mixed 

14% 

I Mixed 

24% 

* Percentages for single offenders do not add to 100 due to missing 
information 

+Includes 4% under 12 years of age, 56% between 12 and 20 years 
There were no single offenders under the age of 12. 
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APPENDIX 

A DISCUSSION OF THE VICTJMJZATJON SURVEY 

A. Introduction to the Survey 

The victimization survey allows us to examine some questions about the 

nature of crime in Massachusetts that the Uniform Crime Report (UCR) data does 

not address.l The UCR data is linlited to those crimes reported to the police. The 

victimization studies, however, a.ttempt to question individuals directly about the 

extent to which they or membez's of their households have been subjects of crime. 

While this approach c1e?.rly allows for the collection of detailed information which 

UCR cannot supply, there are 'certain weaknesses as well. 

I. Response Biases 

A number of factors may bias the number of crimes which individuals report 

in the survey. (I) Individuals may forget about crimes that occurred, especially if 

the crime was trivial and occurred several months prior to the survey. (2) 

Indi~duals may report crimes that did not actually occur within the period about 

which they are being asked. (3) The individual may be reluctant to tell the inter-

viewer about a crime. This is probably most likely to occur with crimes such as 

rape. (4) The interviewer does not attempt to verify the victim's report, so that an 

incident may be reported which the police would have found lacked grounds for a 

complaint. 

IFor further discussion of the nature of UCR data and the UCR crime rates in 
Massachusetts see 1975 Massachusetts Crime Rates - What the Figures Do and 
Don't Tell Us. 1977 Statistical Analysis Center, Massachusetts Committee on 
Criminal Justice. 



2. Sampling Error 

As occurs with all surveys, the victimization study is subject to sampling 

error. In the case of the 1976 Massachusetts data this error is sometimes con-

siderable. While the survey is based on a total of .4318 interviews, households were 

interviewed two or three times during the course of the year, so the actual sample 

size was considerably smaller. The following number of incidents were reported: 

III personal incidents (assault, robbery, rape, larceny), 636 household incidents 

(burglary, larceny, auto theft), and 25 "series crimes" (in which the victim is 

subjected to many similar incidents and cannot separate out the details of each 

one). The victimization study estimates crime rates for the state of Massachusetts 

based upon these responses. The nature of the sampling error surrounding these 

estimates can be illustrated by a few examples. The estimate of the violent crime 

rate for 1976 was Z.8 per 100 individuals. If a different sample were interviewed, 

however, the figure may have been somewhat different. This potential difference 

can be measured. We can compute that had all Massachusetts residents been 

interviewed, the rate could have been as low as Z.O or as high as 3.6 incidents per 

100 individuals. Z The victimization rate for violent crimes was Z.7 per 100 

population for whites, and 5.6 for blacks. Had all blacks in Massachusetts been 

interviewed, however, the rate could have been anywhere between 0 and 11.4 (95~ 

confidence interval, standard error of Z.9). 

This lack of precision - and the other potential biases discussed above -clearly 

necessitate 'that we interpret this data with caution. Nonetheless; the victimiza-

tion survey remains our best source of data at the present time for certain types of 

crime-related information. The statistical ambiguity becomes less important, 

moreover, to the extent that the results are corroborated by other sources of 

information. For the most pCU"t' this is the case, leading us to place greater 

confidence in the results of the survey. 

Z95% confidence interval. Standard error = .4 
ZO 

11;. ''''l 

B. Comparabili t1 of Victimization and UCR Data 

There are a number of reasons for the lack of comparability between crime 

rates derived from the victimization survey ;and the UCR data. (1) UCR crime 

rates are based on the number of crimes reported to the police within Massachu-

setts regardless of who is victimized by these crimes. The victimization rates are 

based on the number of crimes committed against Massachusetts residents. If a 

non-resident were assaulted while in Massachusetts, it would be counted in the 

UCR data (assuming it were reported to the police), but not in the victimization 

data. If a Massachusetts resident were assaulted while out of state, the opposite 

situation would occur. 

(Z) Because of the survey techniques used in the victimization study, no 

attempt is made to study personal crimes against children under twelve years of 

age. These are, however, included in the UCR figures. 

(3) The base figures used to compute the rates are different for the two data 

sets. For UCR rates the total state population is used. Victimization rates are 

based on the number of individuals over 12, for personal crimes, and on the number 

of households in the case of household crimes. 

(4) The crime categories used in the two studies are similar but not identical. 

Victim reports on murder, for instance, are obviously impossible, and murder rates 

therefore are not included in the victimization study. 

" 
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(5) Crimes committed against. commercial establishments (burglary, larceny, 

etc.) and other institutions are not included in the victimization data currently 

available to us, but are included in UCR statistics. 

It is possible to make adjustments in the UCR and victimization rates in order 

to make rough comparisons bf!tween them. When this comparison was undertaken 

for selected crimes in our 197 5 crime report, it revealed the victimization rates to 

be considerably higher than the UCR rates.3 This differential could be due to the 

inadequacies of either set of data (previously discussed) on inadequacies in our 

adjustment technique. 

3See 1975 Massachusetts Crime Rates - What th~ FiFes Do and Don't Tell Us. 
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