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What is crime?




	

Although most of us probably have an opinion as to what constitutes a crime, there is less agreement among criminologists as to what this term embraces. A particular issue is whose views determine whether an act is criminal or not – does crime reflect popular opinion concerning what is regarded as improper behaviour or is it defined by those who wield power in society who may use their position to outlaw actions that threaten their dominance? This chapter examines the main viewpoints regarding how crime might be defined and then discusses the manner in which various types of crime are classified.










Definitions of crime
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Crime is generally regarded as an act that breaks the law. However, criminology wishes to examine this issue further by explaining what determines whether an action is considered criminal or not.
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An initial concern of criminology is to define the scope of what is studied. To argue that it entails studying criminal behaviour begs the question: What is criminal behaviour? Although the obvious answer to this question is an act that breaks the law, criminology needs to go beyond this and examine what determines whether an act is criminal or not – why are some actions subject to a process within society that results in them being criminalized.
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The legalistic definition of crime views it as ‘an intentional act in violation of the criminal law (statutory or case law) committed without defense or excuse and penalized by the state as a felony or misdemeanour’ (Tappan, 1947: 100).




Tappan, P. (1947). ‘Who is the Criminal?’.
American Sociological Review 12(10): 96–102.
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Let us now consider four views that relate to what determines why certain actions are considered to be criminal.


POPULAR VIEWS OF RIGHT OR WRONG BEHAVIOUR
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One explanation of why some acts are defined as criminal is that they constitute actions which most members of society regard as wrong.
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It might be argued that actions that are regarded to be criminal are those which are widely disapproved of by the general public. Most of us would regard killing a fellow human being as wrong and this action is thus defined as the crime of murder and severe consequences follow for those who commit it.


This suggests, therefore, that there exists agreement (or consensus) within society as to actions that should not be tolerated – a crime, therefore, consists of an act that most people regard as wrong. Criminals are thus a minority who fail to obey society’s common standards of behaviour. Additionally, popular perceptions that certain acts are wrong are likely to be relatively stable over historical periods of time since this definition implies that some acts are inherently regarded as wrong.


There is, however, a major problem with this definition. This is the extent to which there is a consensus within society regarding actions that are acceptable and those that are not. On occasions, there may be widespread tolerance if not acceptance of an act that is commonly defined as criminal.


A female who kills her abusive male partner to protect herself and her children from violence may have technically committed murder. However, it is likely that many members of the general public, if acquainted with the full facts of the situation that drove her to carry out this action, would not condemn her for doing it.


A house owner whose use of self-defence results in the killing of an unarmed burglar who broke into his or her property may also have committed murder – but many members of society would not regard this action as wrong. This issue became the subject of public debate in England and Wales in 1999 in connection with a Norfolk farmer, Tony Martin, who was charged with murdering a 16-year-old burglar (who had been arrested on 26 previous occasions) who broke into his property. Although the farmer was convicted of murder (reduced the manslaughter on appeal), many felt the action was justified.


There are many other examples that might be cited in this context that include euthanasia for a person who is terminally ill. Some societies condone ‘honour killings’. But what these examples imply for our definition of crime is that it does not necessarily reflect popular views of what constitutes right and wrong actions. There is fuzziness at the edges, even for the most serious of crimes, in which the circumstances under which the criminal act occurred affect public perceptions of whether the behaviour was right or wrong. And for actions that constitute less serious criminal offences, this consensus becomes even more problematic.


This therefore suggests that factors other than popular views regarding how actions are viewed shape the definition of an act as being criminal. It might alternatively be argued that the definition of a criminal act reflects the views of powerful members of society who are able to secure their adoption throughout society.


CRIME IS DEFINED BY THOSE WHO EXERCISE POWER IN SOCIETY
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A second explanation of what defines a criminal act focuses on the ability of powerful minorities to secure the adoption of their views throughout society as to what are right and wrong actions.
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The view that a criminal act is one that conflicts with views that are widely held within society regarding right and wrong conduct are challenged by a view that defines a criminal act as one that is passed down by those who wield power within society. They are able to use their power to impose their views as to what constitutes unacceptable behaviour on the rest of society.


This explanation suggests that those who wield economic and/or political power in society have the ability to secure the adoption of their views as to right and wrong behaviour on the remainder of society. They may do this because they regard their views as being in the best interests of society: their views may be enlightened and progressive and their intention is to improve the overall conditions of all members of the general public.


Alternatively, the actions of a powerful minority may be inspired by purely selfish motives. They may use their power to define acts as criminal in order to preserve their interests against any threat that might undermine them. Marxists would argue that the powerful in society are those who wield economic power (termed the bourgeoisie) and that the process of criminalization is typically directed against actions undertaken by members of the working class (the proletariat) who wish to challenge their economic dominance (and the exploitation that underpins it).


Seen in this light, crime may be viewed as a means to secure the redistribution of wealth throughout society, and the criminal assumes a romantic guise – a Robin Hood-type figure waging through crime a war in the interests of the majority against the tyranny of a latter-day Prince John and his supporters.


One other issue that derives from an explanation of a crime as an action that is defined as wrong in order to serve the interests of a powerful majority in society is how – in liberal democratic societies such as the UK and US – is this outcome achieved. One explanation (which we will consider more fully in Chapter 3) is the concept of a moral panic.


A final implication of this definition of criminal actions is that it implies that it alters in accordance with threats posed to those who exercise power within society. Unlike the definition that we considered above, crime is not a relatively permanent label applied to actions that are widely disapproved of by most members of society throughout history.


This definition (and the one that preceded it) suggests that the definition of crime is set by individual nations and thus is likely to differ from one country to another. The next definition of a crime that we shall consider in this chapter is international in scope and suggests that all societies should adhere to common standards regarding how they view right and wrong behaviour.


CRIME IS DEFINED BY THE INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY’S VIEWS OF RIGHT AND WRONG BEHAVIOUR
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A third explanation of what constitutes a criminal act suggests that it entails a violation of standards of behaviour that all societies should adhere to. The international community thus defines criminal actions.
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The next definition of crime that we shall consider concentrates on the international community rather than the nation state and places the protection of individual citizens centre stage. According to this definition, crime is viewed as a violation of basic human rights and values that all societies should embrace. This definition embraces actions that are criminal and also those that are immoral rather than illegal, such as exploiting labour in developing nations by companies that operate in first world countries. It further suggests that criminal actions can be carried out by persons and institutions that wield political and economic power, such as governments and business corporations.


An important issue that relates to this view of what constitutes criminal behaviour concerns who is responsible for defining these values and how they are enforced.
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The view of crime as a violation of standards that should be adhered to in all countries implies the need for an international enforcement mechanism. The 1945 United Nations Charter is compatible with this objective. ‘The United Nations Charter was the first treaty to make human rights a matter for global concern. By identifying violations as a danger to world peace and security, it provided a mechanism for international intervention, as a last resort, in the affairs of nation states. What it did not do was to impose any legal duty on member states to comply with human rights standards. [...] For this reason the Charter pledges on human rights were circumscribed: the duty spelled out in article 55(c) was to promote respect for and observance of human rights, not to guarantee them as a matter of law for all citizens’ (Robertson, 2000: 25–6).




Robertson, G. (2000). Crimes against Humanity: The Struggle for Global Justice. Harmondsworth: Penguin.
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One development related to a universal definition of criminal actions is the European Convention on Human Rights which sets out a menu of entitlements that citizens in every country that has signed up to it can expect to exercise. It is enforced by the European Court of Human Rights.
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Case study: The European Convention on Human Rights








The European Convention on Human Rights views crime as a violation of rights and liberties that citizens of all countries ought to enjoy.


The European Convention on Human Rights identified 15 basic rights (all of which were incorporated into the UK’s 1998 Human Rights Act). These were:


  1    the right to life (Article 2)


  2    the prohibition of torture (Article 3)


  3    the prohibition of slavery and forced labour (Article 4)


  4    the right to life and security (Article 5)


  5    the right to a fair trial (Article 6)


  6    the right not to be punished save in accordance with the law (Article 7)


  7    the right to respect for private and family life (Article 8)


  8    freedom of thought, conscience and religion (Article 9)


  9    freedom of expression (Article 10)


10    freedom of assembly and association (Article 11)


11    the right to marry (Article 12)


12    the prohibition of discrimination (Article 14)


13    the protection of property (Article 1 of Protocol 1)


14    the right to education (Article 2 of Protocol 1)


15    the right to free elections (Article 3 of Protocol 1).


However, these rights are not of equal standing under the act. Article 3 is absolute and can never be contravened. Articles 2, 4, 5, 6 and 7 are fundamental but may be restricted for specific reasons identified in the Convention. Articles 8, 9, 10 and 11 are qualified rights that may be limited in connection with certain circumstances or conditions that are laid down in the Convention, which require the interference to be justified and prescribed by law.


The procedure of opting out of the Convention on Human Rights is known as ‘derogation’. In the latter case the state may be required to prove that its action is proportionate to the threat posed to the general wellbeing of society.
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There are other initiatives that seek to define crime in terms of standards of behaviour which have international application and which are capable of being enforced on the world stage. One of these affects the manner in which armed conflict between and within nations should be waged.
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The belief that certain standards of behaviour should apply to all countries underpinned the setting up of the International Criminal Court in 2002. Its role is to prosecute individuals for crimes against humanity, war crimes and genocide. However, a number of nations (including the US, Russia and China) have been critical of this body and the US is not a member and participates in its operations only as an observer.
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Attempts to define standards of behaviour in these situations were first attempted in the Hague Conventions of 1899 and 1907. Contravention of these standards constituted a war crime which was subsequently developed to include actions that constituted a crime against humanity. The prosecution of persons whose actions are alleged to be in breach of these standards are currently conducted by a permanent body, the International Criminal Court, which was set up in 2002 and is based in The Hague in the Netherlands.


CRIME IS DEFINED BY REACTION TO BEHAVIOUR


In this section, we shall extend our discussion of crime by considering the concept of deviance.
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Deviance does not have the same meaning as crime. It refers to behaviour that contravenes accepted standards or norms of behaviour but which is not necessarily criminal (although it can be).
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In addition to studying crime, criminologists are also interested in actions or behaviour that flout what are regarded as the normal way for persons to conduct themselves. Although deviance includes actions that are defined as illegal, the term has a much broader meaning than ‘crime’ and embraces other forms of behaviour that mainstream society regards as ‘strange’, ‘odd’ or ‘weird’ and which therefore elicits a negative reaction.


However, this approach provides us with a further way in which we can define crime: it suggests that no act is inherently criminal or deviant – what makes it so is how others react to it. It also helps to explain why some actions that are technically illegal are not viewed as ‘bad’ by society so that enforcement will lack popular endorsement. This view as to how crime and deviant behaviour is defined is based on interactionism and we shall consider it more fully in connection with labelling theory which is discussed in Chapter 3. However, one aspect of this approach is that it suggests that social control is responsible for creating deviant behaviour (most criminological theories argue it is the other way around) and justifies decriminalization which entails the removal of criminal penalties attached to particular actions.
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One view of deviance emphasizes the importance of social reaction – how an action is interpreted and reacted to by others. One opinion based on this approach saw deviance as a three-stage process ‘by which members of a group, community or society interpret behaviour as deviant, define persons who so behave as deviant, and accord them the treatment considered appropriate to such deviants’ (Kitsuse, 1962: 248).




Kitsuse, J. (1962). ‘Problems of Theory and Method’, Social Problems 9 (Winter): 247–56.
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An important consideration is the manner in which popular reaction to an act is secured. It may be spontaneous reflecting the fact that large numbers of people disapprove of a particular form of behaviour. However, it can be engineered, in which case this view concerning the definition of an act as deviant shares many common features with the second definition of crime that we considered above, in particular that crime is a socially constructed phenomenon. Moral panics, for example, can be artificially orchestrated against behaviour that powerful interests in society disapprove of and wish to see those who conduct themselves in this manner being condemned as social outcasts.


One consequence of defining deviance in terms of reaction to an act is that this reaction is likely to alter over historical periods of time, making it impossible to statistically compare levels of deviance over historical time periods.
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Case study: Crime trends








One difficulty in comparing rates of crime over historic time periods is that the definition of actions regarded as criminal changes. One example of this is prohibition in the United States of America.


In 1920 the Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution came into force which prohibited the manufacture, sale and transportation of alcohol throughout the country. This action came on the back of earlier measures designed to ban the manufacture and sale of alcohol (most notably the 1919 Volstead Act) whose enforcement had been lax. The impact of the amendment to the Constitution meant that commercial actions that had once been perfectly legal now became illegal and the leisure pursuits of law-abiding citizens became criminalized.


Although the Eighteenth Amendment ensured that the consumption of alcohol diminished, there was much opposition to it. It was seen as a measure promoted by a range of Protestant denominations seeking to impose their religious and moral values over the rest of society, in particular over immigrant communities. The market for alcohol did not disappear and in many cities illegal drinking clubs (termed ‘speakeasies’) flourished. This continued demand was exploited by organized criminal activity, some of whose leading members (including Al Capone and Bugs Moran in Chicago) became very rich on the proceeds. Nor did this action prevent crime as prohibitionists claimed: in 1929 gang warfare between Capone and Moran led to the murder of seven persons at the St Valentine’s Day Massacre in Chicago.


The Prohibition Era ended in 1933 when President Roosevelt signed the Cullen-Harrison Act which legalized weak beers and wines. Later that year, the Eighteenth Amendment to the Constitution was repealed by the Twenty-second Amendment which enabled individual states to ban or place restrictions on the sale of alcohol. These changes meant that actions previously defined as criminal were now perfectly legal.


Similar case studies in England and Wales, whereby changes in the law account for rises and dips in the overall level of crime, include the 1967 Abortion Act (which legalized abortions in certain circumstances) and the 1967 Sexual Offences Act (which decriminalized homosexual acts between consenting adult males aged over 21 years in England and Wales).
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The categorization of criminal behaviour
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Criminal actions are often graded in order of the seriousness with which they are viewed.
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Although crime consists of actions that entail a degree of popular disapproval that may be reflected in a county’s criminal code, they do not result in identical sanctions being imposed by the state on the offender. Crimes are categorized in terms of the seriousness with which they are viewed and this is reflected in the penalty that is imposed on those who conduct such actions.


In the US a distinction between felonies and misdemeanours is applied at federal (national) level and in many states. Felonies are defined as serious crimes for which the offender can be sentenced to a term of imprisonment of more than one year, whereas misdemeanours are less serious crimes for which the offender can be sentenced to a fine, a period of probation or a sentence of imprisonment of less than one year which is usually served in a county jail. A third category of offences are termed infractions. These constitute the least serious offenses and are usually punishable by a fine. Although the distinction between felonies and misdemeanours originated in England, it no longer applies in that country.
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Hall, S. (2012). Theorising Crime and Deviance: A New Perspective. London: Sage.


Newburn, T. (2007). Criminology. Cullompton, Devon: Willan Publishing.


Walklate, S. (2011). Criminology: The Basics. London: Routledge, 2nd edn.
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1  The statement that the law is consensual means:


    A     It reflects the views of those who exercise power within society regarding what constitutes right and wrong behaviour


    B     It reflects the views held by most members of the general public regarding what constitutes right and wrong behaviour


    C     It reflects the corporate views of the judiciary concerning what constitutes right and wrong behaviour


    D     It is based on common law rather than on statute law


2  The interactionist view of crime and deviance is that:


    A     It consists of an action that conflicts with the law


    B     It is an action that undermines a citizen’s civil and political liberties


    C     The reaction to an act as opposed to the act itself is crucial to defining it as criminal or deviant


    D     It consists of actions mainly carried out by members of the working class


3  In the United Kingdom, the 1998 Human Rights Act:


    A     Placed the European Convention on Human Rights on a statutory basis and thus enforceable by domestic courts


    B     Permitted the use of torture as a response to terrorism


    C     Ended the ability of the European Court of Human Rights to intervene in United Kingdom domestic affairs


    D     Made it possible for citizens who believed that their human rights had been violated to take their case to the European Court of Justice


4  The term ‘deviance’ refers to:


    A     Perverted behaviour of a sexual nature


    B     An action that is commonly disapproved of within society but which is not necessarily criminal


    C     Discretion exercised by criminal justice practitioners not to apply the full force of the law against an offender


    D     A convicted offender who, on completion of his or her sentence, reoffends


5  In the US the term ‘felony’ describes:


    A     A serious criminal offence


    B     A minor criminal offence


    C     A conspiracy to commit a criminal act


    D     Any form of law violation


6  The process that entails the removal of criminal penalties from an act is known as:


    A     Legalization


    B     Decriminalization


    C     Summary justice


    D     Discretion
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How do we measure crime?




	

Information regarding the amount of crime in society at any one time is provided through crime statistics. There are, however, different methods that can be used to compile information of this nature. Crime statistics can be based upon information obtained from police forces that records criminal acts that have been reported to them by members of the general public or may be derived from surveys that seek to identify persons who have been the victims of crime, whether this has been reported to the police or not. This chapter discusses the various means through which information on crime can be gathered and assesses the reliability of the main approaches that are used.










Official crime statistics
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Official crime statistics provide us with information regarding the amount of crime that exists in society at any one point in time. This is referred to as the official crime rate. These statistics are based upon criminal incidents that the police are made aware of.
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One source of information regarding the volume of crime is provided through figures that are based upon crime that is reported to law enforcement agencies such as the police. In England and Wales figures provided by the 43 police forces are put together and published on an annual basis. Traditionally, the Home Office published this data but since April 2008 these figures have been published under the supervision of the National Audit Office.


In the US this information is derived from around 17,000 law enforcement agencies and was traditionally published annually by the Federal Bureau of Investigation in a publication prepared under the Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) Program, entitled Crime in the United States. This gave information on the volume and rate of a number of specified criminal offences for the nation, the 50 states and the individual agencies. The UCR system has, however, been replaced in many states by the National Incident-Based Reporting System (NIBRS). This was introduced in the late 1980s and provides a more comprehensive reporting system than the UCR whereby data is compiled on every single crime occurrence as opposed to the more selective approach adopted by the UCR.


There are, however, a number of problems concerning the accuracy of statistics based upon crime incidents being reported to the police. We shall explore this further by discussing the process of crime reporting.


The process of crime reporting
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The process whereby a crime becomes translated into an official statistic is through a reporting process which comprises a number of stages. Each stage has the potential to reduce the number of crimes that proceed to the next one, so that the final figure represents only a proportion of the total number of crimes that have occurred.
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There are a number of stages involved in translating a criminal act that has taken place into an official statistic. Crimes that have occurred may be filtered out at each stage of the crime reporting process, resulting in official crime statistics not providing an accurate portrayal of the actual amount of crime that exists within society. Let us look at this process in more detail.
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We refer to the gap between the volume of crime that is committed and that which is recorded in official crime statistics as the dark figure of crime.
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STAGE 1: AWARENESS OF A CRIME


In order for a crime to become entered into official crime statistics, it is first necessary for a witness to have observed a criminal act taking place or for the victim of the crime to be aware that he or she has been on the receiving end of a crime. But this may not always be apparent. For example, a person may attribute the loss of money in the home, the workplace or a public place to personal carelessness as opposed to robbery or theft.


STAGE 2: REPORTING THE CRIME TO THE POLICE


If a person is aware that he or she is the victim of a crime, it does not necessarily follow that this matter will be reported to the police. There may be several reasons why crimes fall out of the reporting system at this stage. The victim may fear that there will be reprisals from the criminal or his or her acquaintances if the police become involved in the incident. Alternatively, the victim may lack confidence in the ability of the police and criminal justice system to deal with the matter fairly. In the UK, this historically meant that victims of hate crime and sexual violence decided not to refer serious incidents to the police.


STAGE 3: RECORDING OF A CRIME BY THE POLICE


Even if a person was aware of being the victim of a crime and then decided to refer the matter to the police, it does not automatically mean that this issue will be reported by the police and become an official crime statistic.
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The gap between the amount of crime committed in society and that which enters into official crime statistics is known as the dark figure of crime: ‘we can speak of the dark figure of crime, or use the analogy of the official statistics as an iceberg, where what is revealed is a fraction of the actual events capable of being called crime. The actual proportion of crime the dark figure represents is difficult to calculate but it is the majority for many crimes’ (Morrison, 1995: 168–9).




Morrison, M. (1995). Theoretical Criminology: From Modernity to Post-Modernity. London: Cavendish Publishing.
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We refer to the gap between crime that is reported to the police and crime that is subsequently recorded by them as the grey area of crime.
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There are several reasons that might explain why crime that is reported to the police might not enter into official crime statistics.


The police may decide that the issue does not constitute a criminal act or that it was minor and can be responded to unofficially, perhaps by an officer warning an individual not to repeat the behaviour.


Additionally, an officer who receives a report of a crime may decide not to record it because to do so might result in time-consuming paperwork or provide an impression that the locality was a crime-ridden neighbourhood. In England and Wales this process is known as ‘cuffing’ and was partly caused by the introduction of performance indicators for the police service in the 1990s. Crime statistics were one measure of police performance and high levels of reported crime could imply inefficiency.


The perception that the 43 police forces in England and Wales adopted different standards of crime recording led to the introduction of the National Crime Recording Standard in 2003. This was designed to provide consistency in the way in which all police forces recorded incidents of crime that had been reported to them.
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In the UK ‘cuffing’ refers to a decision by a police officer either not to record a crime that has been reported (in which case the crime is said to disappear up a police officer’s sleeve) or to downgrade the offence into a crime that is not required to be included in official crime statistics. An attempted burglary, for example, might be downgraded to criminal damage.
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Directions from government to law enforcement agencies might dictate that certain types of crime do not appear in official crime statistics. In England and Wales, for example, the police are required to record only what the Home Office refers to as ‘notifiable offences’. This means, therefore, that most motoring offences are excluded from crime statistics as they are not required to be included in them.


Instructions of this nature may also determine the manner in which multiple crimes are recorded. This term refers to a series of crimes committed by a person (or group of persons) either in quick succession either in one specific place or directed against one victim. In England and Wales Home Office Counting Rules govern the way in which multiple crimes are recorded.


In the US the hierarchy rule was employed by the Uniform Crime Reporting system so that, if in the course of one event a victim was subjected to several crimes (for example, assault, rape and robbery), or in one place several crimes occurred (for example a number of people were robbed and one of the victims was murdered), only the most serious offence would be recorded.


These procedures have the effect of reducing the overall volume of crime that is recorded in crime statistics.


Crime statistics are socially constructed


Although positivist criminology believes that crime statistics constitute useful facts regarding the level of crime in society on which policy can be formulated, criminology based upon interactionist and left idealist approaches is more sceptical of their accuracy. Interactionism has put forward the argument that crime statistics are socially constructed, in the sense that they reflect responses to social behaviour and which are constantly subject to change.
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What is termed the ‘institutionalist’ approach regards official crime statistics not as true portrayals of the volume of crime in society but, rather, as ‘outcomes of social and institutional processes’ (Coleman and Moynihan, 1996: 16).




One aspect of this view suggests that ‘People are not randomly observed, stopped or searched by the police. Instead, their age, social class, skin colour, sex, accent and style of dress all affect their chances of attracting attention from the police in the first place and subsequently affect whether the police will classify, record and prosecute their actions as “criminal”’ (Davidson and Layder,1994: 72).




Coleman, C. and Moynihan, J. (1996). Understanding Crime Data: Haunted by the Dark Figure. Buckingham: Open University Press.




Davidson, J. and Layder, D. (1994). Methods, Sex and Madness. London: Routledge.
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The above discussion has suggested that official crime statistics do not provide an accurate statement of the number of crimes that have taken place at a particular point in time. We have argued that these are manufactured by a procedure that tends to filter out crime at each stage of the recording process.


Additionally, factors other than those discussed above influence the production of official crime statistics. These include:



•  Attitudes within society as to what constitutes acceptable and unacceptable behaviour: Traditionally, this has meant that actions discussed in Chapter 7 that relate to white-collar and related criminal activities have been neglected and that crime statistics reflect a bias towards sanctioning working-class crime. However, attitudes regarding right and wrong behaviour change over time. This may result in actions that were previously tolerated becoming criminalized or actions that were once unlawful being regarded as acceptable behaviour. These changes have the effect of increasing or reducing the overall level of crime that is recorded in official statistics whereas, in reality, behaviour may not have changed at all.



•  Changes affecting the public’s reporting practices: Technological developments such as mobile phones make reporting crime easier than was once the case. Additionally, new incentives may be placed on the public to report crime. In the UK, for example, insurance companies insist on a police crime number in order to process claims related to burglary. This tends to mean that crimes of this nature are reported to the police, which may not have always been the case in times when relatively few householders possessed personal insurance.



•  Police operational practices: These may derive from aspects of police culture (for example institutional racism that results in minority ethnic groups being targeted in police operations) or from pressures placed on the police service to take robust action against particular crimes. The media may be at the forefront of campaigns which may mean that actions once tolerated by the police are suddenly subjected to a vigorous crackdown: conversely, this change affecting police priorities may mean that other criminal actions previously targeted by the police are downgraded in terms of importance. The reduced recording of such incidents may give the false impression that the problem has been solved whereas in reality it still exists but is being ignored.



•  Changes affecting police recording practices: A criminal activity may be taken from an existing category of offences and recorded as a separate crime. Changes of this nature may derive from police preferences or occur as the result of external pressure from politicians or the general public. This may give an illusion that a particular activity is a serious, new problem, which in reality is not the case.


It might thus be concluded that official crime statistics do not provide us with objective statements relating to the amount of crime in society but are instead the product of a complex process of interplay between the main stakeholders of the criminal justice system – politicians, the media, criminal justice practitioners, victims and the public. They reflect not the volume of crime in society but, rather, attitudes towards social behaviour which change across historical time periods. This is what we mean by stating that crime statistics are socially constructed (or socially produced).


In the following chapter, we will consider a closely related issue and discuss the role played by the media in the social construction of crime.


Victimization surveys


Problems that have been identified in the previous section regarding the accuracy of official crime statistics have led to the use of a number of other approaches to discover the level of crime in society. One of these alternative approaches is victimization/victim surveys.
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A victimization (or victim) survey seeks to discover the level of crime in society by asking members of the general public if they have been on the receiving end of criminal behaviour.
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As it would be impossible to ask every member of the general public to provide researchers with their experiences concerning crime, victimization surveys rely on the use of a randomly selected sample of the general public who are asked if they have suffered from crime over a specific period of time (such as the past year). The experiences of this sample are then translated to provide an estimate of the overall level of crime experienced by the population as a whole.


In other words, if 20 per cent of a sample reported that they had been the victim of a domestic burglary in the previous 12 months, the survey would indicate that 20 per cent of the general population had experienced such a crime during this period.


Victimization surveys are used quite widely. The British Crime Survey (BCS) is used in England and Wales to gain information on crime that has been committed in the previous year. In the United States the US Census Bureau (acting on behalf of the Bureau of Justice Statistics) administers a victimization survey called the National Crime Victimization Survey. This was introduced in 1973 and is used to gather information on the occurrence of specified types of crime by interviewing a random sample of households at six-monthly interviews for a period of three years. Victimization surveys may also be conducted at international level. One example of this is the International Crime Victims Survey which commenced in 1989 and enables comparative data on householders’ experiences of crime, policing, crime prevention and feelings of insecurity to be collected.
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Although different methodologies will produce different estimates concerning the level of crime in society, they may reveal similar trends which indicate falls or rises in crime rates. In connection with England and Wales, ‘both the 2009/10 BCS and police recorded crime are consistent in showing falls in overall crime compared with 2008/09. Overall BCS crime decreased by nine per cent (from 10.5 million crimes to 9.6 million crimes), and police recorded crime by eight per cent (from 4.7 million to 4.3 million crimes)’ (Flatley et al., 2010: 2).




Flatley, J., Kershaw, C., Smith, K., Chaplin, R. and Moon, D. (2010). Crime in England and Wales, 2009/10. London: Home Office, Home Office Statistical Bulletin.
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Case study: The British Crime Survey (BCS)








The British Crime Survey constitutes an important example of a victimization survey.


The BCS began in 1982 and from 1992 was published every two years. Since 2001 it has been published on an annual basis.


Each survey involves interviewing a randomly selected representative sample of the general public (currently around 51,000 people aged 16 and above living in households) to gather information relating to their experiences of victimization in the previous year (although some categories of crime are omitted from the statistics). The sample was initially derived from the electoral register, but since 1992 has been based upon the postcode address file.


Additionally, statistics on the victimization of children aged 12–15 were included in the 1992 BCS. Information on the victimization of children aged 10–15 was presented in the 2010/11 figures for which a sample of around 4,000 was used. The information that was disclosed included bullying at schools.


The BCS possesses important advantages over official crime statistics, one of which is that it is not affected by changes to reporting and recording practices, and ought thus to provide a more accurate measurement of national crime trends over historic periods.


The BSC suggests a higher level of crime in society than does official crime statistics. In 2010/11, for example, the BSC estimated that 9.6 million crimes had been committed whereas the police had recorded only 4.2 million in this period.
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Victimization surveys tend to report a higher overall level of crime than that recorded in official crime statistics. One reason for this is that such surveys are able to acquire information on those crimes that are traditionally under-reported by members of the public. This can include a range of serious wrongdoings that includes all forms of hate crime and sexual offences where a victim may be embarrassed to report the crime to the police or feel that the criminal justice system will not deal with the matter fairly.


Victimization surveys may obtain other information related to crime. The American National Crime Victimization Survey also secures information on the impact of crime on victims and on the profiles of offenders, and the British Crime Survey provides findings on the proportion of households suffering from specific types of crime and public perceptions regarding crime and the likelihood of being victimized. Since 2009/10 the BCS has also included questions regarding public awareness and use of online crime maps.


However, such surveys also contain weaknesses. These include respondents including crimes that took place outside of the period being surveyed or failing to remember crimes that should be included. Additionally, some of the supposed benefits of victimization surveys are not always realized in practice: victims of domestic violence and sexual assault may prefer not to disclose their experiences to those conducting victimization surveys.


A final difficulty is that victimization surveys cannot include crimes that were unobserved. This problem may be tackled by a different methodology – self-report studies.


Self-report studies


Self-report studies ask individuals to record their own criminal activities. They typically consist of a series of questions addressed to selected groups asking them about their personal involvement in criminal behaviour.


In America, the first major self-report study was conducted by James Wallerstein and Clement Wyle in 1947. This questioned a sample of men (1,020) and women (678) regarding their participation in a number of crimes. Most (90%) admitted they had participated in at least one of these specified crimes. In England and Wales a more recent example was the Crime and Justice Survey that was introduced in 2003. This was based upon interviews with around 12,000 people aged between 10 and 65.


Self-report studies may provide us with useful information on crime including that associated with youth culture. However, these studies are not targeted at a representative group of society and they rely on the honesty of those participating in such studies who may exaggerate or downplay their personal involvement in criminal activities.



[image: image] Spotlight



Self-report studies often reveal information about activities not widely regarded as criminal. Although many employees would not regard using company facilities for their personal use as a crime, activities of this nature are costly – employee use of work Internet and email facilities costs businesses in the UK around £10 billion each year. This has given rise to Acceptable Use Policies in which employers provide details of how employees should use communication facilities in their workplace.
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Coleman, C. and Moynihan, J. (1996). Understanding Crime Data: Haunted by the Dark Figure. Buckingham: Open University Press.
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1  In the United Kingdom, the term ‘cuffing’ refers to:


    A     An informal punishment administered by a police officer for wasting his or her time


    B     A process whereby a police officer fails to record a crime that has been reported by a member of the general public


    C     A decision by the Crown Prosecution Service not to prosecute a case referred to them by the police


    D     The gap between the amount of crime committed and the number of successful prosecutions


2  The British Crime Survey and the American National Crime Victimization Survey:


    A     Seek to provide an estimate of the amount of crime by sampling the public and asking them whether they have been a victim of crime in the past year


    B     Are based on reports filled out by victims of crime when they report the incident to the police


    C     Are conducted by insurance companies to ascertain whether actions by the victim contributed to the crime


    D     Ask members of the public to disclose any criminal activity that they have committed during the past year


3  In England and Wales approximately how many crimes were committed in 2010/11 according to official crime statistics based on crimes recorded by the police?


    A     9.6 million


    B     8.2 million


    C     6.2 million


    D     4.2 million


4  The term ‘dark figure of crime’ refers to:
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