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SUMI4AILY 

This paper examines violent crime in Canada, how it is 

measured and how it has changed over the past few years. Our 

conclusion is that violent crime is a serious social issue but that 

it has not substantially increased in recent years. Victimization 

surveys from the United States, and the few conducted in Canada, 

suggest that victimization rates have, if anything, been decreasing 

over the past decade. Much of the public however, believe the 

rates of serious crimes to be increasing. 

If the statistical facts about violence are incongruent with 

the public's fear of crime, then we are led to ask what some of the 

factors are that account for this discrepancy. There are a number 

of possible explanations: statistical reporting methods, media 

portrayals of violence, and demographic and social factors. 

One conclusion is unequivocal. Providing good, objective data 

on violent crime will be insufficient for alleviating public fears 

surrounding violence. Although we must continue to improve our 

statistical reporting of crime, we also need to address the factors 

that lead to actual incidents of violence in our society. Improving 

offender rehabilitation programs and early prevention programs are 

two suggestions for a constructive social agenda. 
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Gauging the Risk for Violence: Measurement, 

Impact and Strategies for Change 

Violence is an issue that touches all Canadians: 307,491 

violent crimes were reported to the police in 1992 (Canadian Centre 

for Crime Statistics, CCJS, 1992) and there were many more victims 

of crime who never entered official statistics. To say, however, 

that violence has increased to the point where it is almost out of 

control, as suggested by some media accounts, distorts our 

understanding of violence and misdirects society's efforts in 

dealing with violent behaviour. In this paper, we review methods 

for measuring violent crime and how these measures provide 

different views of the incidence of violence. From this evaluation 

of the statistical facts surrounding violence, we explore 

explanations as to why the fear of violence is disproportionate to 

the actual risk of violence. 

Our general conclusions are that the actual rate of violent 

crime has not increased substantially and that the perception of a 

rising tide of violence can be traced to several factors, including 

the methods used to "count" violent crime, how this information is 

conveyed to the public, and to a variety of social and 

psychological factors. Finally, we end the paper with a 

presentation of a general framework for understanding the fear of 

violence, and possibilities for diminishing the threats posed by 

violent acts. We hope that an improved understanding of these 

complex issues will direct us towards a constructive agenda that 
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promotes the development of a society increasingly free from 

violent victimization. 

Defining Violent Criminal Behaviour  

Not all violent behaviour is considered criminal. Certain 

sports (boxing) and medical treatments (surgery), for example, can 

be characterized as "violent" but they are not subject, under 

ordinary circumstances, to criminal justice interventions. The 

violent acts that attract public concern are generally those 

defined as criminal by the Criminal Code (e.g., murder, assault, 

sexual assault). These officially recognized violent crimes are 

the basis of our national statistics and a major focus of police 

and correctional policies. 

The Criminal Code, however, is constantly debated and 

frequently revised based on changes in public attitudes towards 

certain behaviours. Prior to 1983, for example, it was not a crime 

in Canada for a man to rape his wife. Similarly, there is 

variability in whether specific acts of aggression are interpreted 

as fitting into existing Criminal Code categories. Wife assault, 

for example, has only in the past decade begun to attract attention 

as a serious crime (Burns & Jaffe, 1983) even though such acts 

have been officially defined as "violent crime" for many years. 

There are also crimes that are neither clearly violent or 

clearly ' non-violent. For example, is the possession of a silencer 

for a gun a violent crime? Presently, it is counted as a non-

violent offense although some may argue otherwise. Variations in 
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definition are important in so far as they affect what may or may 

not be included in the official statistics. The official crime 

statistics, in turn, can have significant effects on public 

perceptions and criminal justice policy. 

The Measurement of Crime 

There are three major methods for measuring crime. The first 

method (i.e., official reporting) summarizes crimes that are 

reported to police. The second method uses victimization surveys 

and the third depends upon self-reports. These different 

methodologies produce different results and herein lies the 

difficulty in assessing the actual incidence of violent crime. 

Official Reporting: The Uniform Crime Reports  

Uniform Crime Reports (UCR) is the major method in North 

America for summarizing crime reported to the police. Efforts to 

summarize crime statistics require addressing the variability in 

definitions of crimes across jurisdictions and across time. As 

well, the quality of the summary is based on the consistency with 

which the basic information is collected and reported. In order to 

address these concerns, the United States first adopted the UCR 

system in 1930 (McCaghy & Cernkovich, 1987). Seven types of crimes 

•  ("Index Offenses") were identified for monitoring. An eighth index 

offence, arson, was added in 1978. These index offenses do not 

represent all crimes, but identify the most frequent and serious 
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(homicide, rape, robbery, assault, burglary, larceny and auto 

theft). In 1985, almost 16,000 agencies with policing 

responsibilities for 97% of the U.S. population reported index 

crime data to the FBI (McCaghy & Cernkovich, 1987). 

Canada's uniform crime reporting system began in 1962 as a 

joint project of Statistics Canada and the Canadian Association of 

Chiefs of Police (CCJS, 1988). Unlike the American UCR, which 

collects information on only eight index offenses, the Canadian UCR 

includes almost all criminal code offenses as well as federal and 

provincial statutes. In 1981 the Canadian Centre for Justice 

Statistics (CCJS) formally assumed responsibility for the program 

and continues to be the repository of UCR data. 

Because the UCR summarizes only officially reported crimes, it 

is important to understand how a crime comes to be recorded by the 

police. .The police can either directly observe a crime, or the 

crime can be reported to them. Direct police activity (e.g., 

undercover operations, arriving at a crime scene) accounts for only 

13% of officially recorded crimes in the United States (Rèiss 

1971), and although we have no direct evidence, it is likely that 

the figure would be similar in Canada. Consequently, the vast 

majority of offenses come to police attention from the reports of 

victims. 

The process of crime reporting may then proceed as follows: 

1. A citizen contacts the police to report what the citizen 

thinks was a crime committed. 
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2. The police record the most serious offence (the rules for 

this are explained below). 

3. Police investigate the citizen report to determine 

whether or not the offence actually occurred or if the 

offence is "unfounded". 

4. If further police investigation leads to-a suspect being 

identified or arrested, the crime is said to be "cleared". 

There are other police investigations not triggered by 

citizen calls or direct observation but these represent the 

minority of charges. 

The police agencies collect the above information and submit 

it to the CCJS for national collation and reporting. In 1990, a 

remarkable 99% of urban police agencies submitted such reports. 

There are two characteristics of the UCR system that can 

"possibly influence the estimated rates of violent crime: a) there 

are different methods for counting violent and non-violent crimes, 

and b) there is a Most Serious Offence (MS0) rule, which may 

exclude non-violent crimes. Violent crimes (see Appendix A) are 

counted according to the number of victims (e.g., if one person 

assaults five people, five violent offenses are recorded). In 

contrast, only one non-violent crime is recorded per incident. 

When faced with an incident involving many non-violent offenses, 

the specific non-violent offense recorded is the offense considered 

the most serious (the MSO rule). Usually this is the offense with 

the maximum allowable penalty under law. For example, if someone is 

stopped by the police for possession of a stolen auto and refusing 
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a breathalyser (one incident) only possession of a stolen auto is 

recorded. Robbery is an exception to the above rules: it is 

counted as an incident but categorized as a violent crime - one 

incident regardless of the number of victims. 

The Most Serious Offense rule also gives precedence to violent 

offenses. That is, when violent and non-violent offenses occur 

together in the same incident, it is the violent offense that is 

recorded regardless of the maximum allowable penalty for the non-

violent offense. In cases where the maximum penalties for two or 

more non-violent offenses are the same, the police have discretion 

in recording what they consider to be the most serious. 

The recording methods for the UCR have the inevitable 

consequence that non-violent crimes are under-represented. Single 

incidents with multiple offenses that include a violent crime will 

be counted as violent; the non-violent offenses will not be 

recorded. Consequently, the ratio of non-violent crimes to violent 

crimes is actually larger than UCR statistics would suggest. This 

method of reporting also makes it difficult to use the UCR to 

address other issues such as the rate of violence committed in 

conjunction with non-violent offenses (Silverman & Teevan, 1986). 

Police discretion and public policy (e.g., mandatory charging 

and prosecution) can also influence the UCR. This can operate at 

a number of points, as when considering "unfounded" complaints and 

deciding which offence is the most "serious" among multiple 

offenses. Some critics feel that police discretion in recording 

offenses is so capricious that the UCR has been described as "crime 
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reported to and observed by police which they see fit to officially 

record" (McCaghy & Cernkovich, 1987: 44). McCaghy and Cernkovich's 

position is an extreme view considering that there is too little 

research measuring the possible impact of police discretion. 

The major source of variability in the UCR data, however, 

appears to be found in the citizens' decision to report a crime to 

the police. In order to report a crime, the citizen must first 

define the act as a criminal offense, and secondly decide that 

reporting the crime to the police would be useful. Based on 

information from victimization surveys (to be discussed later), it 

is clear that there is considerable variability in the reporting 

rates for different offenses and types of victims. For example, 

most cases of motor vehicle theft are reported to police whereas 

only a fraction of sexual offenses against children appear in 

official crime statistics. In addition, members of disempowered 

groups (natives, poor, women, minorities) may fail to report crimes 

due to fears that the police will not take their cases seriously or 

that the police cannot protect them. 

In 1988, the UCR was revised in an effort to take into account 

some of its shortcomings as well as collect more detailed 

information on the accused, the victims and the incidents. The 

revised UCR includes questions on the location of the crime (e.g., 

a gas station), use of alcohol or drugs by both the accused and the 

victim, level of injury, value of drugs seized, etc. In 1992, 51 

police agencies were using the revised UCR and as the program 

becomes more widely implemented more detailed information regarding 
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the context of crime will be available. Although there are some 

significant changes in the revised UCR, scoring rules allow the 

conversion of data between the two systems to ensure historical 

continuity. 

Crime Trends as Measured by the UCR 

With this introduction to the UCR we can now turn our 

attention to crime statistics as reported by the police. The most 

important measure is the offence rate.  Absolute numbers fail to 

take into account growths in the general population. Thus, 

increases in absolute numbers may simply reflect increases in the 

number of people who are available to engage in the behaviour. 

Rates take the total population into account and are usually 

reported as per 100,000 people. 

Table 1 summarizes 1982-1992 data from various Juristats 

(official publication of the CCJS) on some characteristics of 

violent crime and their rates. Keeping in mind the limitations of 

the UCR, a number of general observations can be made. First and 

foremost, violence is a serious social problem. In 1992, there 

were 307,491 violent offenses reported to the police. The evidence 

from victimization surveys and studies of self-reported crime (to 

be discussed later) suggest that even the high rate observed in the 

UCR substantially underestimates the rate of violent victimization 

in Canada. However, within a larger context, physical injuries as 

the result of traffic, occupational and household accidents are 

considerably more likely. For example, injuries stemming from 
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alcohol use and requiring hospital attention were estimated to be 

between 100,000 to 240,000 for 1984 (Adrian, 1989). 
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Table 1. Violent Crime in Canada 

Homicide 	Method Accused-Victim Relationship 	Violent Crime  

Year Rate (N) 	Gun 	Known Family Stranger Victim(F) Rate 	N  

1982 2.72 (670) 	37.0 	44.6 	38.3 	17.1 	33.1 	 685 168,646 

1983 2.74 (682) 	32.8 	41.9 	39.9 	19.0 	35.6 	 692 172,315 

1984 2.65 (667) 	34.3 	39.0 	38.2 	22.8 	34.8 	 714 179,397 

1985 2.78 (704) 	34.3 	35.0 	40.1 	24.9 	36.0 	 749 189,822 

1986 2.22 (569) 	30.8 	34.8 	39.8 	25.6 	. 35.8 	 801 204,917 

1987 2.51 (642) 	31.2 	38.4 	34.9 	23.0 	35.3 	 856 219,381 

1988 2.22 (575) 	29.4 	42.6 	30.0 	27.4 	35.1 	 898 232,606 

1989 2.51 (657) 	33.0 	41.0 	37.0 	22.0 	37.4 	947 248,579 

1990 2.47 (656) 	30.0 	40.0 	37.0 	24.0 	36.0 	1,013 269,501 

1991 2.80 (753) 	36.0 	53.0 	34.0 	13.0 	36.0 	1,099 296,838 

1992 2.70 (732) 	34.0 	52.0 	32.0 	16.0 	33.0 . 	1,122 307,491 

Homicides account for 0.3 to 0.4% of violent crime. 
Violent crimes account for 8 to 10% of all criminal code offenses. 
Note: F = female victim. 



t .  

1 

Violence : 	12 

The second general observation that we can draw from Table 1 

is that the homicide rate (number of homicides per 100,000 

population) has remained relatively stable over the 10 year period. 

As well, the victim-accused relationship and gender of the victim 

in homicides has remained essentially unaltered. Although males 

are at the greatest risk for being a victim of a homicide, women 

were victims in approximately 35% of homicides. Further, 75-80% of 

all offenders were known to their victims. The use of firearms has 

also shown little fluctuation; if we add UCR data from as far back 
0 

as 1975, the use of firearms has actually decreased among both 

homicides and robberies (CCJS, August 1991). Taken together, this 

information suggests that: 

1) the most extreme form of violence in society (i.e., 

homicide), as measured officially, has not increased. 

2) males are the most likely victims of a homicide. 

3) the highest risk of being a victim of homicide comes from 

acquaintances and close friends and not from strangers. 

4) the use of firearms remained unchanged. 

Despite showing little change in homicides in this country, 

the UCR statistics show a dramatic rise in the rate of violent 

crimes, from 685 in 1982 to 1,122 in 1992. Since homicides 

accounted for approximately 0.2% of all violent offenses in 1992, 

this increase must be accounted by non-fatal violent crimes. 

Sexual offenses, in particular, have shown a dramatic rise 

during the past decade. As shown in Figure 1, the rate of reported 

sexual offenses increased only slightly form 1962 to 1982, after 
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which it increased from 60 per 100,000 in 1983 to 140 in 1992 

(CCJS). Part of the increase in the rate of reported sexual 

offenses can be traced to the implementation of new sexual assault 

legislation in 1983. This legislation, along with changes intended 

to improve the treatment of sexual assault victims, replaced 

previous offenses of rape, attempted rape and indecent assault with 

the new offenses of sexual assault, sexual assault with a weapon 

and aggravated sexual assault. Even within the category of sexual 

assault, there was marked variation in the rates. Almost all of the 

increase in sexual offenses after 1983 was due to increases in 

reports of Level 1 (absence of physical injury or use of weapon) or 

the less serious  form of sexual assault. The rate for the most 

serious sexual offense categories (with a weapon, aggravated) 

remained unchanged (Roberts, 1990). 

Although there are no national statistics on the rate at which 

spousal assaults are reported to police, there is some indication 

that there has been an increase in the reporting of these offenses. 

Manitoba probation service, one of the few agencies whose records 

distinguish between spouse abuse and other assaults, had only 22 

identified cases of spousal assault in 1986 representing 1.4% of 

their adult caseload (Bonta, Parkinson, Pang, & Barkwell, 1994). 
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By 1992, the number of spousal assault cases had increased to 825 

(27% of their caseload). This staggering increase may be due, in 

part, to the creation of a Family violence court. That is, criminal 

justice policy and processing may be a significant factor in 

official measures of crime. 

To summarize, the increases in officially recorded violence 

between 1982 and 1992 may be affected by policy driven changes in 

reporting practices, legislative changes and criminal justice 

processing. The most serious forms of violent crimes have shown 

little change. After accounting for these factors, however, is 

there still a possibility that the actual  rate of violent crime 

(not just crime reported to the police) has substantially increased 

within the last decade? The answer to this question takes us to a 

consideration of victimization surveys and self-reported criminal 

activity. 

Victimization Surveys 

Victimization surveys ask citizens directly if they have been 

victims of a criminal offence, and often ask further questions 

about the effects of the victimization. Victimization surveys have 

the advantage of detecting crimes that are unreported to the 

police, but such surveys cannot be expected to detect all offenses 

(Evans & Himelfarb, 1987). Murder rates obviously cannot be 

estimated from victimization surveys, and such surveys have 

difficulty addressing "victimless" crimes such as prostitution, 
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gambling and drug use. Victimization surveys are also likely to 

underestimate the incidence of certain crimes involving deception 

and multiple victims (e.g., market fraud, price fixing, polluting) 

since victims can remain unaware of the offense even  •when the 

offender is apprehended and convicted. As well, certain sensitive 

acts, such as domestic abuse, may not be reported due to 

embarrassment, fear, or a failure of the victim to define the act 

as criminal. Victimization surveys can also result in inflated 

crime rates when participants report events outside the identified 

time frame. Nevertheless, the information gathered from 

victimization surveys provides an important context for 

interpreting UCR data. 

Crime Trends As Measured By Victimization Surveys  

The type of research that best addresses the extent of changes 

in violence are victim surveys administered over time. Almost all 

of the repeated surveys come from the United States and Europe. In 

general, these studies find that victim reports of violent crimes 

have not significantly increased. 

The United States' National Crime Survey began in 1973. Each 

year, residents aged 12 or more from randomly selected households, 

are interviewed (personally and by telephone). A review of trends 

in crime victimization between 1973 and 1988 shows that grimes in 

general and violent crimes in particular peaked in 1981, and 

decreased  in subsequent years (U.S. Department of Justice, 1991). 

The overall decrease in crime victimization between 1981 and 1988 
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was 14% and for violent crimes the decrease was approximately 10%. 

In Canada, there have been only three victimization surveys 

approaching national sampling (the Canadian Urban Victimization 

Survey and the 1988 and 1993 General Social Survey), and a small 

national sample taken as part of an international study of crime 

victimization (van Dijk, Mayhew & Kilias, 1990; van Dijk & Mayhew, 

1992). The Canadian Urban Victimization Survey, conducted in 1982, 

comprised a random sample of the adult population (age 16 and over) 

from seven cities, including Canada's three largest cities. Over 

61,000 telephone interviews were conducted and residents were asked 

to report a wide range of victimization experiences for the year 

1981. The General Social Survey conducted telephone surveys for 

samples of 10,000 in 1988 and 1993 and focused on a more limited 

set of crimes (CCJS, 1990, 1994). 

The findings from these studies showed that in general, and 

not unexpectedly, many crimes go unreported to the police (about 

40%). Another noteworthy finding is that some property crimes are 

more likely to be reported than violent crimes. For example, 68% of 

break and enter offenses were reported to police compared to 10% of 

sexual assaults (CCJS, 1994). Not only does the UCR under-report 

crime in general, but it also appears to particularly under-

estimate violent crimes. 

To establish trends we require repeated surveys. In Canada 

there have been three victimization surveys that can speak to the 

issue of trends and whether violence is getting worse, better, or 

remaining about the same. The first such repeated survey was 
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conducted in Edmonton. 	Approximately 10,000 residents were 

interviewed in 1981 and again in 1985 (Solicitor General Canada, 

1987). Although the victimization and UCR methodologies are not 

strictly comparable (e.g., the victimization survey includes 

subjects age 16 and over while the police reports include all age 

categories) the findings are revealing. UCR data from Edmonton for 

this time period showed a 16% increase in violent crime but the 

victimization data showed no change. 

In the second study, two thousand Canadians were interviewed 

in 1989 and 1992 as part of the International Crime Survey (van 

Dijk & Mayhew, 1992). This survey found that the percentage of 

respondents (28%) reporting one or more crimes remained stable 

during this time period. The survey found a small increase in 

assaults and a small decrease in sexual offenses. These changes, 

however, were statistically insignificant and attributable to 

sampling error. 

Finally, the General Social Survey conducted telephone 

interviews in 1988 and 1993. The survey found that victimization 

rates changed little over the five year period (CCJS, 1994). There 

was no difference, for example, in the likelihood of being a victim 

of an assault or a theft, and the likelihood of being a robbery 

victim actually decreased by 31%. 

In addition to the general crime victimization surveys, there 

have been focused surveys that address specific issues, such as 

spouse assault and sexual victimization. Such specialized surveys 

are important since the manner in which the questions are asked can 



Violence : 	19 

influence the results obtained. In the Urban Victimization Survey, 

for example, four general questions about being attacked were 

embedded in a series of questions concerning other types of crime 

and crime control strategies (e.g., locking doors, neighbourhood 

watch). If the respondent indicated having been attacked, he or 

she was then asked to identify the attacker. This approach found 

an annual incidence rate of assaults by intimates of 0.4% for 

married women (Solicitor General Canada, 1985b). In contrast, when 

surveys ask women about specific violent acts inflicted upon them 

by their partners, the incidence rates for assault are found to be 

much higher: 10-14% (Smith 1988). The reasons for the differences 

are not entirely known, but one contributing factor may be the 

respondents' hesitance in identifying their partners' specific 

violent acts (e.g., being slapped, pushed) as being the type of 

"crime" requested in the Urban Victimization Survey. 

For whatever reason, the rates of spouse abuse have been 

consistently higher in surveys that specifically addressed this 

topic. A study by Brinkerhoff and Lupri (1988) found a 24% 

incidence of husband-to-wife violence in Calgary in 1981. In 1987, 

Kennedy and Dutton (1989) found the annual incidence of husband-to-

wife violence in Alberta to be 11%. In Toronto, the incidence of 

husband-to-wife violence was found to be 14% (Smith, 1988). A 1993 

survey by Statistics Canada estimated that 3-4% of all women were 

assaulted by their male partners during the previous 12 months; for 

young women (ages 18-24), the annual incident rate increased to 18% 

(Statistics Canada, 1993). Despite the variation in methods and 



1 

a 

Violence : 	20 

definitions of abuse, all the studies found wife assault to be much 

more pervasive than would be indicated by police reports or non-

specialized crime victimization surveys. 

Canada has no national studies that address chancres  in the rate 

of husband-to-wife violence. Canada's closest approximation to 

such a study would be a comparison between the Alberta data 

collected by Kennedy and Dutton (1989) in 1987 and the Alberta data 

collected in 1993 by Statistics Canada. Although the studies are 

not strictly comparable, rates in the more recent survey were lower 

than in the earlier survey (4.0% vs 11.2%). Repeated surveys in the 

United States have similarly found the rates of husband-wife 

violence to have decreased slightly from 12.1% in 1975 to 11.3% in 

1985 (Straus & Gelles, 1986; Straus, Gelles, & Steinmetz, 1980). 

High rates of sexual victimization have also been found in 

specialized surveys (Bourque, 1989). The Statistics Canada (1993) 

survey found that 6% of all women reported a sexual assault (as 

defined by the criminal code) during the past 12 months, with the 

rates increasing to'18% in the highest risk age category (18-24). 

Dekeseredy and Kelly (1993) found 4-10% of Canadian female 

university students indicating that in the previous year they had 

engaged in sexual acts due to force or threats of physical force. 

In a national Canadian study conducted in 1983, half of the women 

and a third of the men reported being the target of some form of 

unwanted sexual act at some point in their lives (Badgley, 1984). 

Most of the sexual victimization happened during childhood, which 

suggests that even specialized surveys of adults are likely to 
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seriously underestimate the incidence of sexual victimization. 

The rates of childhood sexual abuse have only been assessed 

through retrospective reports of adults. Although such reports are 

subject to numerous sources of error, adult surveys can provide 

some information about changes in the rates of childhood sexual 

abuse. Badgley (1984) found that the rates of reported childhood 

sexual victimization did not change as a function of the 

respondent's current age. For example, the rate of childhood sexual 

victimizations based on reports of fifty year olds was similar to 

the rate based on reports by those in their twenties. 

Consequently, the report concluded that the rate of childhood 

sexual abuse had been reasonably stable for a number of decades.. 

A recent study by Bagley (1990) replicates the high rates of 

sexual abuse found in previous studies and suggests that the rate 

of childhood sexual abuse may actually be decreasing. Figure 2 

plots the rates of reported childhood sexual abuse for 750 Calgary 

women according to their year of birth. Those born most recently 

reported less abuse than those born earlier, although the overall 

rates were still extremely high (20%-40%). 
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Figure 2. From Bagley (1990). 
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As with officially recorded crime, victim surveys find that 

the serious forms of violent criminal acts have remained stable 

over time. This is true for general surveys and also the more 

specific surveys on sexual and spousal assault. 

Self-Reported Measures of Crime 

The third method of measuring crime involves asking members of 

the general population or known offenders themselves to report what 

criminal acts they have committed over a certain time period 

(usually in the past year). Beginning with the earliest use of 

self-report measures (Wallerstein & Wyle, 1947) researchers have 

consistently found that although many crimes go undetected most of 

these crimes are of a minor nature. Asking known offenders to 

report on criminal activities for which they were not apprehended 

also reveals an extraordinary level of crime. Nowhere are these 

findings more dramatic then with sex offenders: For example, Abel, 

Mittelman and Becker (1985) interviewed 411 sex offenders seeking 

treatment. These 411 offenders reported 218,900 sex crimes or an 

average of 533 sex crimes per offender. Even if we consider the 

possibility that these offenders exaggerated and misrepresented 

their sexual activities, it is clear that there is not only a high 

incidence of sexual crimes but they are committed by a relatively 

few offenders. 

To our knowledge, there have been no systematic studies of 
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crime trends using self-report methodology. Trend studies using 

this methodology have been conducted in the addictions field where 

the interest is monitoring alcohol and drug use. Nevertheless, what 

we do know from self-report studies echoes the findings from 

victimization surveys: many crimes go undetected and the incidence 

of serious crimes are relatively infrequent. 

Summary of the Measurement of Crime 

The results from victimization surveys and self-report studies 

show that official police statistics tap only a fraction of the 

violent offenses that occur each year. In particular, violent 

crimes against women and children are grossly under-reported. 

These studies also suggests that violence is not a new problem in 

Canadian society. The few repeated victimization surveys suggest 

that there has been neither a significant increase or decrease in 

violent crime. Contrast these findings with those from the UCR 

demonstrating a rising crime rate and it becomes apparent that 

other factors are operating to produce a different picture of 

violence. • 

The increase in officially recorded violent crimes, and this\ 

 increase is only seen with official measures, can be traced to many 

possible sources: improved policing (which increases the likelihood 

•  of detection), increased reporting of violent offenses by victims, 

more accurate and uniform data collection, changes in public and 

criminal justice tolerance of certain crimes and, of course, 
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changes in the law that have redefined the meaning of violent 

crime. All of these factors may contribute to a perceived increase 

in the rates of not just violent crime, but crime in general. 

There remains the possibility however, that part of the increase in 

violent crime as measured by the UCR may be due to a real rise in 

criminal victimizations in certain segments of the population 

(e.g., inner city, far north). 

The Perception of Violence  

Opinion surveys repeatedly report that the fear of violence is 

a major public concern. It also appears that this fear has become 

an increasing preoccupation of the public over the past decade. 

This growing worry is often paired with the perception that society 

is being engulfed by a rising wave of crime that is threatening its 

very foundations. Given that there is little evidence that the 

crime rate is actually increasing, it remains doubtful that the 

type of information gathered in this report would be sufficient to 

allay public fears about violence. Consequently, it is useful to 

examine other possible factors that may be contributing to an 

increased concern about criminal violence. 

The Reporting of Violence Statistics  

The observed increase reported by the UCR is one obvious 

contributor to the perception of an increasing rate of violent 

crime. Despite its limitations (e.g., subject to policing 

policies, changes in legislation defining crimes, etc.), the UCR is 

still the only available index of crime that reports on a national 
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level and over time. For many agencies and policy makers, the UCR 

is the source for reporting crime data in Canada. Consequently, 

changes in policy, legislation and policing practices or in the 

public's willingness to report crime can have a tremendous impact 

on the perception of crime rates in Canada. 

Accepting the significant rise in UCR violent crimes rates, 

the manner is which these statistics are reported can augment the 

perception of an increase in crime. In reviewing various 

Juristats, reports produced by criminal justice agencies "and 

professionals, and media accounts of crime, the following 

observations can be made: 

1) Sometimes changes in the absolute numbers form the basis 

for discussion and sometimes rates are used. Depending upon which 

set of numbers is used, different impressions can be created. For 

example, the number  of criminal offenses increased from 797,675 in 

1961 to 2,848,091 in 1992, a 357% increase. The officially reported 

crime rate  increased by 242% during the same time period (4,287 to 

10,394 per 100,000 persons). 

2) Trends can only be established through the collection of 

data over a long period of time. One of the problems this presents 

is that definitions of crimes and policing practises change over 

time. Comparing crime data from 1961 with data from 1991, for 

example, runs the risk of mistakenly assuming that what was 

recorded as a violent crime in 1961 is the same as it is today. 

Legislative changes over the years have altered the way we define 

and therefore count crime. Consider, for example, the 1983 changes 
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in the definition of sexual offenses and assaults, or the way in 

which the Young Offenders Act in 1985 redefined adult statistics. 

These legislative changes have influenced what and how crimes are 

counted. 

If we limit our conclusions on trends in the UCR data to after 

1983 (the sexual assault legislation) or even 1985 (the Young 

Offenders Act) we would still find a 24.9% increase in the violent 

crime rate between 1988 and 1992. Certainly, 24.9% is not as 

"dramatic" as the changes in rates over longer periods of time, but 

at least it avoids some of the difficulties in making comparisons 

separated by 30 years. 

3) There is a "statistical" problem that arises when we try to 

interpret changes in events that are relatively infrequent. The 

case of homicide serves to illustrate the problem. Homicide is a 

very rare event. If the number of homicides increases in one year 

from 605 to 680, the homicide rate rises from approximately 

2/100,000 to 3/100,000. This represents a 50% increase as a result 

of 75 more homicides. Because the crime is relatively infrequent, 

very little is required in absolute numbers to produce a large 

percent change. The violence rate in 1992 was 1,122 per 100,000, a 

far cry from the homicide rate of 2-3 per 100,000. It would take 

many, many crimes of violence to achieve a 50% increase in rate. 

The violence rate, however, is dwarfed by the property crime rate 

of 6,110 and relatively fewer violent crimes are required to 

achieve a 50% increase as compared to property crimes. 

4) The final shortcoming in the reporting of official violence 
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statistics is the failure to place violent crime in the context of 

crime in general. When compared to the complete range of crimes, 

violent crime has comprised about 7 to 11% of all offenses for the 

past ten years. It is also important to note that the violent crime 

category consists of different crimes varying in seriousness. For 

example, the most frequent form of violent crime, assaults, is 

composed of different types. Level 1 assaults (no physical injury), 

the most common form of assault, has shown the largest rate 

increase (60%) since 1983. In contrast, level 3 assaults, the 

least common but most serious form of assault involving significant 

physical injury, have shown a 12% decrease  in rates (CCJS, 1990a). 

As we noted earlier, a similar pattern can be seen with sexual 

assaults. The least serious forms of sexual assaults have risen 

since 1983 while the  most  serious sexual assaults (aggravated 

sexual assault) has shown no change. 

The Role of the Media  

Without a doubt, the media plays a significant role in the 

shaping of public attitudes (Gebotys, Roberts, & DasGupta, 1988). 

With this role comes certain responsibilities for accurate 

reporting. When it comes to reporting on criminal justice issues, 

unfortunately, accounts of violence are disproportionately 

represented. A study of over 800 newspaper reports dealing with 

criminal sentencing found over half of the stories dealt with 

violent crimes and half of these violent crimes dealt with murder 

(Canadian Sentencing Commission, 1988). In reality, approximately 
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10% of all  off  icially  reported crimes in Canada are of a violent 

nature and less than one-half of 1% involve murder. Thus, it comes 

as little surprise that the public overestimates, for example, 

homicide rates (Doob, 1982). 

The media's need "to sell newspapers" limits what criminal 

justice agencies can or wish to do in influencing media reports. 

What the agencies can do, however, is supply as accurate and 

Éeliable information as possible. As the previous discussion 

suggests, there is room for improVement in this domain. The image 

of violence in the public eye can be improved through both sound 

data and responsible reporting. Almost 30 years later, Biderman's 

(1966) admonishment to the media still holds today: that the media 

should support "constructive measures against crime" rather than 

lead to "despair and distrust of the mechanisms coping with it". In 

fairness to the media, there have been some balanced and factual 

reports on Canadian crime statistics (e.g., Hess, 1993) and 

hopefully we will see more of these. 

Demographic and Changing Social Values  

There are several demographic and political factors that are 

likely contributing to an increased concern about violent crime. 

Victimization surveys have consistently found that the concern 

about violent crime is higher among women than among men, and that 

the fear of violent crime increases with age (Solicitor General 

Canada, 1985b, 1985c, 1987). Not only is Canadian society becoming 

older, but also the health and economic wealth of Canadian seniors 
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have been improving. Consequently, it is likely that the concerns 

of older people will attract increasing political attention. 

Parenthetically, we are also led to wonder that if age and fear are 

related and growing older is an inescapable biological fact, was 

there ever a time in history when people did not think that crime 

was on the rise? 

The increased voice of women has, and will continue to augment 

public attention to violent crime. The victimization surveys show 

that women have been subject - to high rates of sexual assault and 

domestic abuse for many years. These types of offenses have not 

been adequately captured in official statistics, or even in the 

general crime victimization surveys. As values change, it is 

likely that the definition of violent crime will evolve to further 

unambiguously include the types of offenses that occur within the 

domestic. environment (e.g., spousal assault, child and elder 

abuse). Given the combined influence of an aging population and 

the expanded voice of women, it is likely that the concern about 

such violence (and the official crime statistics) will grow even if 

there is a real and substantial decrease in actual crime rates. 

(Such a real decrease is possible considering that most violent 

crimes are committed by young males and demographic projections 

show a decrease in the number of males in the 15 to 25 age 

category). 
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Fear of Violence: A Conceptual Framework 

Researchers in the area of environmental health risks have 

noted that providing people with statistical information on the 

impact of an environmental or health threat resulting from a toxic 

waste site, for example, has little impact on the fear people 

report from that threat (Wandersman & Hallman, 1993). Since 

providing the "facts" is not enough to alleviate fears in the area 

of environmental and health threats, there is little reason to 

suppose that "facts" will ease the public's fears about crime. 

Fear of violence will remain disproportionate to the actual 

probabilities of violence. Striking a more equitable and 

reasonable balance between perceptions of risk and the actual 

probabilities of risk requires a careful analysis of all the 

variables that contribute to the public's fear of violence. 

Drawing upon communications theory, Kasperson and his 

colleagues (1988) have presented a model of the social 

amplification of risk. At its simplest level, the amplification (or 

attenuation) of the perception of risk depends not only on what the 

message is, but also upon who transmits the message and how the 

receiver decodes and evaluates the message. In the case of 

violence, these three general factors and their interactions can 

alter perceptions of risk and fear of violence. A brief 

illustration underscores how these factors may operate: 

What - Violence is a highly dramatic act with serious 
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 consequences. These characteristics are capitalized upon by the 

media, which, in turn, transmit this information to the public. The 

emotionally charged nature of violent acts also facilitate encoding 

the information and ensuring saliency among the receivers of the 

message. 

Official measures of violent crimes, although they 

underestimate the incidence of violent crime, overestimate 

increases in violence relative to other types of crime. Dependence 

upon this type of measure to show trends serves to amplify public 

fears. 

Who - Many people transmit information about risk. As already 

noted, the media are a major transmitter. Other transmitters of 

information include experts (e.g., researchers, criminal justice 

professionals) and the government agencies responsible for the 

management of risk. Disagreements by the experts and the public's 

growing distrust of social agencies serve to heighten public 

apprehension. For example, recent revelations of sexual offenses 

committed within trusted institutions, such as church and social 

service agencies shake public confidence in these institutions. The 

widespread abuse of native children in residential schools is 

another tragic example. After repeated denial that such violations 

were possible, we are now faced with the challenge of not only 

regaining the public's confidence but also with implementing 

reforms in our institutions to protect future generations from 

similar abuse. 

How - The information transmitted is judged and evaluated 
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according to many criteria. Fear for one's personal safety has been 

the most widely considered criterion but it is only one. Other 

possible criteria for evaluating the threat and impact of violence 

may include judgements on the safety of their children, 

interference with daily activities, and loss of income (e.g., not 

being able to work). Grasmick and McGill (1994) have even suggested 

that religious beliefs may play a greater role in the fear of 

violence than previously thought. The list of identifying factors 

influencing the coding of information is just being explored. 

A Summary and Agenda for Change 

The general public, with urging from the media, will continue 

pressing governments and institutions to do "something" about 

violence in Canada. Exactly what will be done, and how 

effectively, will depend upon a host of factors. What will be done 

will be influenced by the demands of victims, the fear of violence 

by many citizens, - the advice of professionals familiar with violent 

behaviour, and the actions of politicians listening to all of this. 

The criminal justice system has invested significant resources 

to control crime through increased policing and correctional 

sanctions. Overall, the ratio of police personnel to the general 

population has steadily increased over the years (although there 

was a slight decrease in the major urban centres); in 1991, there 

was one police officer for every 475 people in Canada (The Daily, 

March, 1992). In 1991-92, policing cost $5.3 billion dollars, a 5% 
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increase over the previous year. In 1991-92, there was an 8% 

increase in admissions to federal and provincial prisons, a 10% 

increase in probation caseloads and a 9% increase in parolees. 

Correctional services cost $1.9 billion, a 5% increase over the 

previous year. Yet, there is little evidence that crime rates have 

diminished in tandem with the increases in criminal justice 

resources. The recent report of the Standing Committee on Justice 

and the Solicitor General (1993) has recognized that increased 

policing and tougher sanctions is not the solution. Alternative 

strategies must be found. 

In this paper, we have argued that: 

1) Violence is a serious social problem that has probably 

existed at similar levels for the past 20 to 30 years. 

2) The reported increases in violence can be traced to 

official measurements of crime (UCR). The official measures reflect 

increased detection, victim reporting and legislative changes in 

the definition of some violent crimes. 

3).Statistically,  •the greatest risk for violence comes from 

family members and friends. Violence perpetrated by strangers is 

relatively infrequent. 

4) The perception of risk is amplified by a number of sources 

of which the media is but one. 

In order to attenuate the public's fear of violence, a number 

of strategies are possible. First, and the most obvious course, is 

to increase our efforts to diminish the incidence of violent acts. 

This involves continuing efforts to develop more effective 
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rehabilitation programs for offenders and also better prediction 

methods to facilitate the identification of high risk, violent 

offenders (Andrews & Bonta, 1994). Focusing on the known offender, 

however, is unlikely to have a significant impact on violent crime 

rates. Society needs to promote early interventions that prevent 

the development of violent behaviour. 

Early crime prevention programs have focused on controlling 

aggressive behaviour in young children, training parents in child 

management techniques and using schools to instill prosoCial values 

and to teach non-aggressive conflict resolution skills to children. 

There have been a number of exemplary programs in these areas 

ranging from programs targeting bullying behaviour in the school 

yard (Olweus, 1991) to programs enriching academic achievement and 

increasing parental involvement with their children's school 

behaviour (Berrueta-Clement, Schweinhart, Barnett, & Weikart, 1987; 

Yoshikawa, 1994). Presently, many of these program have operated 

with little input from corrections. Corrections has made 

considerable progress in the development of effective offender 

rehabilitation programs  and the knowledge gained can be usefully 

applied to crime prevention programs (Solicitor General Canada, 

1993). 

Finally, information about crime rates shows that crime is a 

serious problem. Certainly great care needs to be taken when 

relying upon UCR statistics without consideration of the political, 

social and administrative context in which the data is collected. 

However, additional types of information are required in order to 
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understand the causes of crime. Research studies focusing on the 

specific correlates of violent behaviour are critical for building 

a knowledge base sufficiently comprehensive to construct new and 

effective crime control strategies. The statistical profiling of 

crime tells us we need to act. Research into the causes and 

control of violent crime can tell us how. 
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Appendix A 
Violent Crimes in the UCR 

Offense 

Homicide 
First degree murder 
Second degree 
Mans  laughter  
Infanticide 

Attempted Murder 

Assault 
Aggravated sexual assault 
Sexual assault with weapon 
Sexual assault 
Assault level 1 
Assault with weapon or causing bodily harm level 2 
Aggravated assault level 3 
Unlawfully causing bodily harm 
Discharge firearm with intent 
Assault police officer 
Assault other peace officer 
Other assaults 

Other Sexual offenses 

Abduction 
Of person under 14 
Of person under 16 
Abduction contravening custody order 
Abduction no custody order 

Robbery 
Firearms 
Other offensive weapons 
Other robbery 

Note: Assault level 1 = No visible physical injury 
2 = Minor injury 
3 = Major injury requiring medical attention 

Also noteworthy is that some crimes that could be viewed 
violent are not in the violent category. Examples are:possession of 
offensive weapons (e.g.,  •silencer) and arson. Similarly, offenses 
such as robbery without the actual use of force is counted as a 
violent offence. 
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