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PLACE OF MASSACHUSETTS IN
NATIONAL CRIME RATE STATISTICS FOR 1971

Based on the recently issued Federal Uniform Crime Reports, the Boston
Globe on August 28, 1972 ran this headline: '"N. E. crime up 14%, tops in
U. S." The lead sentence began with the phase, "Serious crime in New England

increased by 14 per cent in 1971, nearly twice the national rate of increase
1]

There are two significant faults with these statements. First, the
Federal Crime Index does not give a true picture of the amount of serious
crime anywhere. What it does do is combine large numbers of less serious
crimes (like stealing from autos) with small numbers of really serious crimes
(like murder and rape) and by using the mixture computes an index of alleged
"serious" crime. Nationwide in 1971 there were over four million more
property crimes than violent ecrimes against persons among the seven "Index"
crimes utilized by the Federal Bureau of Investigation. In the Index, each
property crime counts just as much as each crime against the person, Con-
sequently, the F.B.I. Crime Index is improperly inflated with extremely
large numbers of less serious crimes.

Secondly, without also reporting that New England has the lowest rates
in the country for murder, rape and aggravated assault, the newspaper head-
line creates a false impression, A naive reader might mistakenly conclude
that there was more serious crime in New England than anywhere else. This
is not true.

If one is primarily concerned with sensationalism and shock tactics,
then focusing on the rate of increase makes for a spiciler article., However,
it would have provided a more accurate, balanced picture if the news item
had also called attention to the fact that, despite increases, New England
continues to be the region with the lowest rates in the country for really
serious crimes,

With regard to the less serious crimes against property, New England.
does not compare as well, And, as will be subsequently noted, the Common-
wealth of Massachusetts is the state which is the most responsible for
clouding parts of the New England crime picture. However, although
Massachusetts compares poorly with the other New England gtates - especially
the rural states of Vermont, Maine and New Hampshire - comparison with the
rest of the country has more favorable results. In fact, Massachusetts
crime rates are better than the national rate for every one of the seven

‘selected crimes except auto theft,

The remainder of this paper provides a brief explanation of Federal
processing of crime figures and goes on to show in some detail how
Magsachugetts and New England compare with other states and regions,

The Uniform Crime Reports - 1971, issued August 29, 1972 by the Federal
Bureau of Investigation, lists the rates per 100,000 inhabitants of every
state and region for the following selected crimes: murder (including non-
negligent manslaughter) forcible rape, robbery, aggravated asssult, burglary,
larceny (of over $50) and auto theft (including both unauthorized use and
stealing for resale).
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For many years it has been the F.B.I. practice to add together the rates

of all of these seven crimes to establish a Crime Index for each area. This
index 1s alleged to show the amount of serious crime for the area concerned.
According to the F.B.I. the seven crimes selected "--- are all serious crimes
either by their very nature or due to the volume in which they occur,'¥

We disapree with the notion that because an offense occurs in high volume
1t should be considered a serious crime. If this were really true, then a
traffic law violation could also be equated with any violent crime against the
person.

In fact it is precisely because the crimes of burglary, larceny and auto
theft are not as serious as murder, rape, robbery and aggravated assault, and
yet are lumped together in the same basket, that the F.B.I, Crime Index is an
unsatisfactory measure of serious crime. It just does not make sense to
equate a comparatively minor crime like stealing a topcoat from a car with a
serious crime like murder. ' :

Ag noted in our introduction, a major fault of the Crime Index is that
the less serious property crimes occur much more often than the violent crimes
against persons. Because a2 one to one equation of murder with larceny is not
logical, it is obvious that overbalancing each murder with eight to ten
larcenies is even more fllogical. Such an imbalance results in states with
low rates of violent erime but high rates of property crime being given much
higher indices for serious crime than they desgerve,

Because of these flaws in the F,B.I. Crime Index, we do not use it.
However, since 1967 the F,B,I. has listed two sub-totals. One ig the sum of
.the rates for the four crimes against persons and the other, the sum of the
rates for the three property crimes. Although there are still marked variations
in the frequency of offenses within these two categories, these variations are
not so extreme. Consequently, we do use these two sub-totals in our tables,

To obtain a comparison of Massachusetts with all other states we rank
ordered all state rates for each crime. The state with the lowest rate wasg
placed number one at the top of the list for that crime, the next lowest was
located number two and so on. This of course results in the state with the
highest rate for a crime being ranked fiftieth at the bottom of the column
for that crime. Table 1 shows the resulting rank order of each state for each
offense, as well as the rank of each state with regard to the total for all
Crimes against Persons as well as the total for all Property Crimes. The
rank order of nine regions of the United States (see Footnote 1) are also shown.
*Uniform Crime Reports - 1971, Page 5

Footnote 1

Region States Included

1. New England Conn., Maine, Mass., N. H,, R, 1,, Vermont
2, Middle Atlantic New Jersey, New York, Pennsylvania

3. East North Central 1Ill., Ind., Mich., Ohio, Wisconsin

4. West North Central .Towa, Kans., Minn., Mo., Neb., No. & So. Dakota

5. South Atlantic Del., Fla,, Ga., Md., N, & S. Car., Va., W. Va.

6., East South Central Alabama, Kentucky, Mississippi, Tennessee

7. West South Central. Arkansas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, Texas

8. Mountain : Ariz., Colo., Idaho, Mont., Nev., N, Mex., Utah, Wyo.
9. Pacific Alagka, Calif., Hawaii, Oregon, Washington
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To supplement Table 1 which shows rates and rank orders for only the one
year of 1971, we prepared additional tables to ghow the changes in rates and
rank orders year by year.

Table zz shows the changes in the national rates of the United States
for each erime from 1966 through 1971.

Table 111 shows the changes in both rates and rank order for New England
compared with the other eight regions over the same period, '

Table EE provides a simflar listing of the varied ranks and rates for
Magsachusetts over this same six year period.

Inspection of the regional rankings of crimes against the person in
Table 1 support the statements made in the introduction that New England has
the lowest rates for the specific crimes of murder, rape and aggravated assault,
New England is the fourth best of the nine regions in regard to robbery.
However, the ranking of the aggregate rate of all crimes against persons shows
that New England has the lowest overall rate for these violent crimes..

However, with regard to crimes against property New England's rank for
the aggregate of these three offenses drops to 7th., As to each individual
property offense New England ranks 6th in burglary, 4th in Larceny and 9th, or
last, in auto theft,

Turning to the rankings of the states in regard to the aggregate of crimes
against persons we find that Massachusetts is just about at the median, ranking
25th, As to each individual crime Massachusetts ranks 16th in murder, 13th in
rape, 39th in robbery and 18th in aggravated assault.

In regard to the aggregate of all three crimes apainst property,
Magsachusetts has a bad rank of 43rd. For the individual property crimes
Massachusetts ranks 38th in burglary, 3lst in larceny and 50th in auto thgft.

Note that out of seven individual crime rankings of Massachusetts, four
were below the national median., However, when a comparison is made on the
basis of the national average rates Massachusetts has a rate above the national
average for six crimes and is below average for only the one crime of auto
theft . ’

Looking at Table iz showing the changes in national rates for the past
six years, we see that without exception the rate for each crime has increased
every year,

Viewing Table 111 ghowing the six year figures for New England, we see
that New England has consistently been the best area in regard to the aggregate
of crimes against persons, as well as the best during the entire period for
the individual crimes of murder, rape and aggravated assault., New England
does not rank as well in robbery (2nd to 4th place) but nevertheless, its
robbery rate has always been about half as large as the national rate. However,
in regard to crimes against property, New England falls back into the pack -
especially as regards auto theft where it has ranked 9th (last) for the past
five years. ‘ : : ' '
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Table 1V shows that Massachusetts, except for robbery, usually ranks
better than the median of all states in regard to crimes against persons and
for the six year period has always had a lower rate, including robbery, than
the national average for all of these offenses. In regard to property crimes
Massachusetts compares poorly and the trend is bad. It has dropped from 4lst
in 1968 to the 43rd rank in the column showing the aggrepate rate totalling
all three of these crimes. In regard to the individual crime of burglary, it
has dropped from 32nd in 1966 to 38th in 1971. In larceny over the same
period it has dropped from 24th to 31st. As regards auto theft, it could not
drop any lower as it has always had the worst rate for this offense of all
fifty states. It is little comfort to keep in mind that Magsachusetts still
has a better than average rate for all crimes except aute theft, If the
trend of the last few years continues, Massachusetts may soon compare as
poorly in regard to national average crime rates as 4t now compares in regard
to rank order in property crimes.

Nelson N. Cochrane
October 1972
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