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Technical Report

~ Response to, Screening Questions

in the National Crime Survey

by Richard W. Dodge, Ph.D.
BJS Statistician *

The National Crime Survey is currently
undergoing an extensive examination by
a panel of experts in the field of erimi-
nology—the Crime Survey Research
Consortium. A major charge to the
Consortium is to devise appropriate
questions to be asked of household
members to elicit reports of the kinds
of crimes covered by the Survey.
Earlier experience has shown that some
crime incidents are forgotten by re-
spondents or deliberately not reported
to interviewers. Therefore, any new
questionnaire must attempt to elicit as
many as possible of these likely-to-be-
forgotten or sensitive erime incidents
without, at the same time, inundating
the Survey with reports of the same
incidents by different household mem-
bers. This technical report presents an
analysis of the current National Crime
Survey questionnaire from the perspee-
tive of how the task of eliciting erime
incidents is performed within the con-
text of the existing instrument.

The current screening questions

The Nationil.Crime Survey (NCS)
questionnaire cchisists of two major
elements:1 a series of screening
questions™ designed to determine
whether a respondent was a victim of
certain erimes and an incident form
that obtains the details of each erime
reported. The screening questions
translate the essentials of the crimes
measured by the NCS into everyday
language. The information gathered on
the incident form makes it possible to

14 facsimile of the NCS screening questions
appears as figure 1 on page 5.

o

Assuring the quality, accuracy
and timeliness of its data series is
the particular and primary hall-
mark of any statistical ageney.
Through its bulletins and special
report series, inaugurated in early
1981 and 1983 respectively, the
Bureau of Justice Statisties (BJS)
has been analyzing data from our
National Crime Survey, National
Corrections Reporting Program,
the Federal integrated data base,
State transaction data bases, and
various prosecutorial and ad-
judicatory programs and projects.
Our expanded work in promoting
the broadest possible dissem~
ination and public use of the data
we produce suggests that the full
benefits of our program means
multiple uses by multiple users?
These users—Federal, State and
local policymakers, eriminal
justice managers and practition~
ers, the academic research and
consulting community—must rely
on the bureau as the guarantor of
the quality of the numbers. Thus
the reduction of error associated
with the statistical series we

" our efforts to improve the reliabil-
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sponsor is and must be a primary
objective for this bureau,
To meet this objective we have
begun a series of te¢hnical memo-
" randa to address critical methodo-
logical questions and to explain

ity and validity of the data series
we sponsor. Among the most im-
portant of these seriesis the
National Crime Survey, under-
taken for BJS by the Bureau of the
Census, which seeks vietimization
data from 60,000 American house-
holds and more than 127,000
American citizens. Within the
National Crime Survey are a set of
questions intended to draw out
whether the persons responding or
someéone in their household has
been a victim of a violent or
property erime. These "sereening"
questions are a vital element in
eliciting vietimization data; this
technical report explains these
questions and their effectiveness
in generating data on vietimiza-
tion for major erime categories.
Steven R. Schlesinger
Director

classify the event as one of the erimes
covered by the survey.

This analysis of NCS sereen
questions builds on work that used
1974, 1975, and 1976 data.® In these

2The report besed on 1976 data is ineluded in
Robert G. Lehnen and Wesley G. Skogan {eds.) The

National Crime Survey: Working Papers, Volume L:
Methodological Studies, U.S. Department of Justice,
Bureau of Justice Statistics, NJC-90307, October
1884, pp. 65-66.

earlier studies, a comparison was made
between the screening question that
elicited the initial report of the erime
and the final type of crime classifi-
cation assigned to the event. These

.analyses concluded that, in most cases,

the questions designed to elicit reports
of specific crimes did in fact contribute
the bulk of incidents in these catego-
ries.  However, the interviewing
procedures permitted interviewers to

‘move responses on the screen from
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where they were first reported to
questions that more nearly reflected
the nature of the incident. The degreg
to which this procedure contributed to
the main conclusions drawn in the
earlier studies is not known.

Since then, the interviewer's manual’
has been revised to require that vietim-
izations are to be recorded only at the
sereen question where they are first
mentioned; responses are not to be
moved for any reason, no matter how
unrelated the reported victimization
may be to the ccyxtent of the particular
sereen question.” This instruction has
subsequently been emphasized in inter-
viewer training sessions and in home
study exercises...This report is based on
1981 data and reflects the strengthen-
ing of interviewing procedures
desecribed above.

The percentage of incidents that
each screening question contributed to
the crimes measured in the survey and,
for each crime, the proportion of inci-
dents elicited by the key questions are
shown for 1981 (table 1). The key
questions are those that were designed
to jog respondents' memories about
particular crimes. As in the earlier
studies, the questions designed to probe
for particular erimes do provide the
bulk of the incidents:that are ulti-
mately classified in these categories.

The exception is robbery, where the
key questinns produce only 49% of the
incidents (total for questions 46 and
47). This is probably:because robbery
involves elements of both theft and vio-
lenee so that there is a wider range of
questions that could trigger reports of
such incidents. When a comparison is
‘made with the proportion of incidents
elicited by ‘the key questions in the

~ -earlier studies, the differences, with

one exception, are in the expected

direction; that is, the tightening of the

rules about moving reports of incidents
on the sereening questions has resulted
in lower proportions of incidents deriv-
ing from the key questions in the 1981
data as compared with the average of
the 3 earlier years. These differences
range from 1 to 10 percentage points.
The exception is personal lareeny with
contact, where the 1981 figure is 10
points higher, with no apparent reason
for this anomaly.

Spor example, if a respondent mentions a physical
attack in response to sereen question 38, which is
concerned with illegal entry of one's home, the
entry is recorded in that question, rather than
moved to question 48 which might characterize the
incident more accurately. The details of the erime,
which are obtained on an incident veport form,
enable the events to be properly classified. The
lone exeception to this rule occurs when a respondent
remembers an incident after the screening questions
have been completed. In this case the interviewer
is instructed to mark an appropriate sereen
question,

i

<

The NCS screener is divided into
two parts. The first part, the
"Household Screen Questions," elicits
reports of erimes directed against the
household as a collectivity. It is

- assumed- that these can be reported by

one knowledgeable respondent, called
the household respondent. The second
part, the "Individual Screen Questions,"
elicits reports of crimes against
individuals. The individual screen
questions are asked for each household
member 12 years old and older; a
parent answers for those 12 and 13
years old. ‘

‘Weil over 90% of the incidents that
are classified as crimes of personal
contaet (rape, robbery, assault, and

personal lareeny with contact) are

elicitid by the individual sereen ques-
tions.® For the household erimes, 85%
of burglaries and 86% of motor vehicle
thefts are produded from the household
screen questions. The sereening ques-
tions for these six erimes appear to
function as intended, although this is
not to suggest that different sereening
strategies might not produce more re-
ports of these kinds of crime. The two

4For definitions of erimes measured by the National
Crime Survey, see Measuring Crime, Bureau of
Justice Statistics Bulletin, NCJ-75710, February,
1981.

remaining crimes, personal larceny
without contact and household larceny,
are not as clearly differentiated by the
scereening questions.. About 34% of per-
sonal larcenies without contact are
reported in response to the household
sereen-questions, and 32% of the inci-
.dents eventually classified as household ,
“larcenies are first mentioned on the

individual screen questions. This situa~

tion largely results from the fact that,
unlike the other crimes measured by
the NCS, the two noncontact larcenies
have key questions that are split be-
tween those asked only of the household
respondent and others that are asked of
all eligible household members. Be-
cause the household scereen questions
are asked only once in a household,
there is concern that an unknown num-
ber of incidents dre not being reported
because certain reminder cues are not
heard by other household members. For
example, only the household respondent
is asked specifically about thefts of
parts of cars and items taken from the
yard, such as bicycles and lawn furni-
ture. (The specific problems posed by
larcenies are discussed below in'a
section focusing on thefts of parts of
cars.)

The size of the household (the:
number of persons age 12 and older)

Table 1. National crime survey: Percent of crimes elicited by key screen questions, 1981.
R %ﬂ@l}g}[@i . House- Motor
: Rob- - As- with without  Bur-  hold vehicle
Question number = Total Rape - bery sault contact contact glary larceny theft
Téft?l‘mimes . 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
" a8 120 60 39 L1 03 07 - 55, 87 12
39 3.9 0.9 0.0 0.7 0.0 0, 19.2 0.8, 0.7
40 12.0 0.0 0.7 0.1 0.3 32, 4.4 38.3 3.5
41 2.8 0.0 0.9 —_ 3.2 5.2 2.5 1.4 0.7,
43 3.6 09 * 1.8 — 0:0 1.4, 0.3 12, 749
44 - 144 0.0 1.0 0.0 0.0 23.0 0.7 22.9 4.6
Total—househald ‘
screen questions  48.7 7.8 8.4 2.0 37 4.1 84.6 68.2 85.8
45 3.5 3.5 151, 0.1 81.2* 47 0.3 0.4 0.3
46 14 5.2 33.0, 0.9 3.2 0.5 - 0.2 0.1
47 11 6.0, - 161 2.6, 2.5 0.4 0.2 - 0.0
48 3.6 17.2, 9.3 " 278, 0.0 - 0.0 0.0 0.0
49 0.9 L7, 1.6 7.8, 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0
. 50 5.2 12.9, 8.5 4.1, 0.0 0.1 0.1 - 0.0 -
51 1.7 38.8 2.8 12,0 0.3 = 0.1 0.1, 0.2
52 7.9 0.0 0.7 0.2 0.3 15.2, 0.7 8.5 1.1
53 11.0 0.0 0.9 0.1 4.5 26.7, 2.8 2.7, 1.4
54 10.4 0.9 1.6 + — 3.0 141, 7.1 15.2, 2.9
55 . 2.7 0.0 1.3 0.1 1.0 3.2 2.7 3.1 6.3
56 1.0 1.7 0.6 4.1 0.0 0.5 0.7 0.7 1.5
57 0.7 4.3 0.3 1.9 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.8 0.4
Total—individual ‘ :
screen questions 511 92.2 91.5 979 86.3 65.8 15.2 3.8 14.3
Not ascertained 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.3 0.1 0.1
Pércent from key ' ; ‘ ‘ ‘
questions NA 70.7 49.1 88.0 - 812 87.4 16.7 88.0 74.9
Number of cases 28,208 116 897 3,304 404 10,178 5,159 7,161 989
“Note: Detail may not add to total shown because ~ ® - Indicates kéy questions, which were those
of rounding designed to elicit reports of specific erimes.
~ . Less than .05. NA Not applicable.

has an impact on the prppbr‘*\“t’){l of all
incidents that are rep%r‘ted by the
household respondent.” As the size of
the household increases, that share
declines, most notably for erimes of
violence (ta(t)ae 2). For the three
household crimes, although the house~ -

+,hold respondent 2eports a somewhat
. smaller proportion of the incidents in

. the largest households (four or more
. persons), that share is about 73% for

*. the household crimes as a group. In

these same households, the household
respondent reports only 17% of all
erimes of violence and 29% of personai
crimes of theft. '

Although the bulk of the household
crimes are reported on the household
sereen-questions, other household
inembers make importait contributidns
to the total for each of the three
.erimes (table 3). Even the household
respondent, who has already been asked
the more specifically focused questions
on burglary and motor vehicle theft, .
reports additional burglaries and

SThere were 191 incidents (out of a total of 28,208 °

incidents) where reports elicited by the household
sereen questions were attributed to other household
members. Since this Is clearly impossible, it has
been assumed, that in most cases, the situation

resulted from interviewer error in recording the line

number of the household respondent. In the analysis
that follows, these cases have been added to the
household respondent totals, -,

Table 2. Percent of incidents repor'ted
by household respondent, by size of house-
hﬁ;ld and type of crime, 1981

Size of Household

R Four or
Two . Three more
y persons persons persons
Crimes of e
violence 52.4% 28.6% 16.7%
Crimes of theft 68,7 40,1 . 294 -

Household crimes ~ 88.2 . 80.0  72.5

Burglary 90.9 82.4 78.4
Household

larceny - 86.2 78.0 68.8
Motor vehicle

theft 88.9 85,3 76.6

Table 3. Percent of household erimes
reported on individual screen questions
by household respondents and other
household members, 1981, Lo

S

House- Motor
Burg- hold vehicle
lary larceny theft

Total reported on
individual sereen
questions

Reported by:
Household

' raspondents 5.8 16.1 3.0
Other household
members 84 15.7 11.2

15.2% 31.8% 14.3%

Note: Detail may not add to total shown
because of rounding.

motor vehicle thefts in response to the
individual sereen questions (6% and 3%,
respectively). Household respondents
and others each contribute about 16%
of all household lareenies on the indi-
vidual screen questions. The majority
of these reports for all three crimes are
elicited by the generally phrased catch-
all questions on theft and attempted
theft.

The kinds of household crimes
reported on’ the individual scereen ques-
tions tend to be the less serious forms
of those crimes. For example, unlawful
entries without force account for 38%
of all burglaries reported on the house-
hold screen questions, but are 65% of
those elicited by the individual sereen
questions; the comparable figures for
attempted motor vehicle theft as a

percent of total vehicle thefts are 35% -

and 59%, respectively. Although the
difference for household larceny is not
as striking, attempted larcenies
constitute a greater share of all lar-
cenies reported on the individual sereen’
questions (9%) than they do of those
elicited by the household scereen (6%).

Larcenies of parts of cars—ari example

For a number of reasons, the theft .

of parts of cars illuminates the pro-
blems associated with the present divi-
sion between hougehold and individual
sereen questions,” Question 44, the
last of the household sereen battery,
focuses specifically on this kind of
larceny. Despite the fact that this
question is asked only once in each
household, in 1981 it elicited more inci-

~ dents than any other screen question.

i

Of ali the incidents in which car parts
were stolen or an atteinpt was made to
do so, 97% were eventually ¢lassified as
one of the two kinds of noncontact
larceny—60% as personal larceny and

0
1%

BThefts of parts of cars include items attached to
a car, such as a tape deck, tires, radio, battery,
ete,, but not items stored in the glove compartment
or left on the seat, )

37% as household.” Under current NCS
rules, the distinction between these
"larcenies is based on where the crime
occurred. A household larceny is one
that happens in the home or in its
immediate vicinity (such as a garage or
driveway) and does not contain any

" elements of burglary. All other non-
contact larcenies are categorized as

" personal. In the case of personal
larcenies reported on the household
sereen questions, the personal char-
acteristics associated with these
incidents are those of the household
respondent; who may not necessarily be
the owner of the property.

The importarice of the car-parts cue
question, and the household sereen
questions generally, in eliciting these
kinds of larcenies is considerable (table
4). Eighty-seven pereent of larcenies
of car parts that were ultimately clas-
sified as household larceny were first
reported on the household screen ques-
tions; for those incidents classified as
personal larceny, the figure was 82%.
All other kinds of noneontact larcenies
as a group provide a sharp contrast,
especially in the case of personal
larcenies, where only 18% were first
reported on the household sereen. The
most productive question on the in-
dividual screen for reporting thefts of
auto parts was number 52, which asks

-about items taken from inside a motor
vehicle,

Thus, the larceny of auto parts illus-
trates a general difficulty with the
present NCS screening procedure of
administering part of the screener to
only one househoid member. A sepa-
rate issue is the assignment of the
characteristics of that individual to any
personal crimes elicited at that stage
of the screening process. :

Discussion ,

The original rationale behind placing
questions on the household portion of

Trhe remaining 3% were divided among burglary,
motor vehicle theft, and robbery.

'l‘nble. 4. Larcenies of parts of cars: Percent of incidents reported on screen
questions by type of larceny, 1981
Personal lareeny without contact Household larceny
Part Other than Part = Other than
Total of car pert of car Total of car part of car
Total incidents 100.0%  100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%
Reported on household . )
sereen questions 34,2 82.3 17.9 © 68.2 87.0 62.9
Reported on individual
sereen questions:
by household
- respondents 22.4 3.7 28.7 . 2% 19.9
by other houséhold 16 u8
members 43.4 13.9 53.4 15,7 10.3 17.2
Note: Detail may not add to total shown because of rounding.
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the sereen was that those questions
dealt with incidents that a knowledge-
able household member could be pre-
sumed to recall and that asking them of
everyone could produce an unacecept-
able level of duplicative reports that
would be costly and tlme-consummg to
sort out

Omgmally, the NCS cons1dered all
noncontact larcenies as erimes agamst
the household, with the victim,charac-
teristies assxgned_bemg those of the
household head. Within the lareeny
category, there was a distinction made
between those incidents occurrmg in or
near the home andthose oceurring else~
where. Howevey \am'ly in the survey's
history it was decided to provide an
alternative treatment of larcenies
oceurring away from home, i.e. to
tabulate them as personal crimes
{personal larcenies without contact) on

the theory that such thefts would most 0

likely be of personal property which

« would be reported by the vietim. The
“{ata on thefts of parts of cars illus-
rates the problems associated with this

approach. The evidence suggests that
the household respondent is niot always
able to recall all incidents, even with
such specifically phrased questions as
those concerned with burglary and

. motor vehicle theft. About 9% of bur-

glaries and 11% of motor vehicle thefts
are reported by other household mem-~-
bers who are not asked the more specif-
ically targeted questions. In the case
of larceny of motor vehicle parts, 14%
of personal thefts and 10% of household
thefts are reported by other household
members. Given the substantial num-
ber of these kinds of larcenies, the
obvious question is how many more of
such thefts would be reported if other
household members received the same
cues s the household respondent.

One difficulty in assessing the
extent of this problem is that there is
little evidence concerning what takes
place during an NCS interview. In how
many instances are other household
members present? How frequently do
they participate in discussions that
result from the administration of the
sereener to the household respondent?
How many potential duplicate events
never reach the stage of being record-
ed, but are eliminated by discussion
betw&méen respondent and interviewer?
A revised questionnaire, to be intro-
duced in January 1986, will provide
evidence on some of these points. The
Vietimization Risk Survey, condueted in
place of the NCS in February 1984, to
test new questions, indicated that
someone else overheard all or part of
the interview in about 60% of those
that were conducted in person. In
roughly a fourth of these situations

other persons contnbuted information
during the interview, although the
nature of their contribution is not
known,

Knowmg more about thl// dynamies
of the NCS interview.sitiation does not
compensate for‘the fact that selective
application of some of the sereening
Questions probably results in substantial
underreporting of theft incidents, al-
though the evidence from this study
suggests that the missed crime events
are more likely to be less serious than.
those that are reported. Uniform
sereening of all household members will
inevitably produce more reports of the
same or apparently similar incidents.
Strategies will have to be developed to
unduplicate these reports, either at the
time of interview or by subsequent
weighting adjustments.

Another major difficulty revealed
by this analysis is that to the extent
that the household respondent reports
noncontact larcenies occurring away
from home, the victim characteristics
associated with these incidents will be
those of the household respondent,
regardless of the ownership of the
property. As was shown earlier, the
great majority of thefts of ¢ar parts
that occur away from home are report-
ed by the household respondent. These
persons tend, dlsproportlonately, to be
nonworking wives who are at home
when the interviewer telephones or

“makes a personal visit. Their charac-

teristics are therefore attached to
these incidents without regard to the
appropriateness of doingso. In the
absence of knowledge about property
ownership, it would appear to be more

legitimate to characterize these crimes
- by attributes of the household as a col-

lectivity, that is, by the characteristics
of the household head. In the longer .
run the ascription of vietim charac-
teristies should be based on a more
careful determination of the ownership
of the stolen articles.

Conclusion

This report has described the way in
which the current NCS screening ques-
tions operate to elicit crime incidents
that can be classified into the kinds of
crimes that the National Crime Survey
seeks to measure. In general, the ques-
tions appear to perform in the manner
intended, although problems have been
identified, especially with larceny
events, that stem from the procedure
of asking the -household sereening ques-

° tions only once in households with two

or more eligible respondents. The
distinction between household larceny
(which takes place in or near the home) '
and noncontact personal larceny (which

oceurs elsewhere) is also shown to
cause problems in assigning vietim

characteristics.

This study did not and could not
address the larger issue of whether the
sereening questions as now administer-
ed, even if they were all agked of %
everyone in the household, are suf- -,
ficient to do the task in the most §
productive way. The Crime Survey

" Research Consortium is developmg

alternative ways of screening ref‘pond-
ents and the ultimate decision'as to the
best approach will undou’btedly be
heavily influenced by the maxim that
“more is better"—that is, the best set
of screening questions is that which
elicits the greatest number of inci-
dents. However, this approach runs the
risk of preducing duplicate reports of
the same (or similar gmcidents that will
require some kind of sorting-out pro-

cedure, In the meantime, however, this*

technical report has documented the
performance of the screéning questions
as now administered.
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; HOUSEHOLD SCREEN QUESTIONS ; ; o~
{38,. Now I'd like to ask some questions about Yes<Howman] 41, Did sayone take something balonging Yes = Now many i £ .
. crime, They refer only to the fast 6 moriths— - times? 10 you ot to any member of this household, = """’ [ & .
g oo ) “No ) from o place whete you or they were ] No % b o] il
: between 1,19 _and 19 'D temporarily staying, such as a friend’s or . . |
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: . ! . o ; owned by you or any other member of | ° ms’"&';: to 45 o 0 af
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i “awat.  Did you find a door jimmied, a lock forced, qu hﬂ'“; R ' - P -
: - 7" or-any other signs of an AYTEMPTED ! \No O 2112 i .
? break in . . |D\‘*\v\ g , g W3 ; ik . :
. : ‘ v i 4 {734 of more i oy
: g . : e ’ ‘ 43, Did/ onyor‘u steal, TRY to nc‘d,'or use O Yes-an many| /
¢ . " 140, Was anything at all stolen that is kept ] Yes—Howmanyd (it/any of them) without permission?y O] No natly . {
i g outside your home, or happened to be : N |ln"’ T . o é B o
L left out, such as a bicycle, o garden 1N, o T m ] ® °
Lo hose, of lawn furniture? (other than 44, Ditd'onyone steal or TRY to steal parts ‘] Yg:;u. How many i o
L ony incidents already mentioned) —— attached to (it/any of them), suchesa 17 \l-m!’ t
: ,, ! battery, hubcops, tape-deck, etc.? “ IO Ne \
i t = ¢ 2
; . i Y
i B " . INDIVIDUAL SCREEN QUESTIONS '
i s 45.  The following questions refer only 1o things :E] Yes—How mamy] 55, Did you find any evidence that someone [ Yes= How many 5} .
; @ - that happened to YOU during the last H ﬂnut’ ATTEMPTED to steal something that times? o . &
o 6 .months - {3 No belonged fo you? (other than. any CINo i 2 .
S ° . btween 1,19 —and 19 :' *  incidents already mentioned) A . b )
o ¥ Did you have ycur (pocket picked/purse \ ' . .
I snatched)? ! N A ¢ &\ . ®
A;"‘k.o,(, g « 46, Did anyone take something (else) directly T Yes—Héw manyl 56. ' Did you call the police duringsthe last 6 ! o
P : . © from you by using force, such as by a ‘o “!'l"?? months fo report something thot happened i B ~ B
je . i stickup, mugging or threat? ] to YOU which you thought was a crime?
! 4 : 1 (Do not count any calls made to the
! i . ) police concerning the incidents you X L e
e ; : + have just told me about.) " * : b
fs { b 47, Didhonyono TRY It‘o rob yog ?y:sinz force “:) Ye(;-::w nlnyw [} No — SKIP to 57 ! @
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