The Extent of Crime Has Been Exaggerated by the Media
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We reporters should be at least embarrassed, if not ashamed, of the way that we have breathlessly hyped almost every threat that comes across our desks. Okay, maybe some have not, but most of us have, much of the time. I'll start with crime. Polls show that many Americans fear crime more than anything else—and why should they not? Gruesome stories lead local news shows night after night. I watch, with grim fascination, grateful that the horror did not happen to me. Any individual story I can slough off as a bizarre aberration; but the repetition takes a toll. Whenever I return to New York City after weeks away, I am more fearful. The late-night walk home—a routine stroll before—now feels ominous; Central Park is suddenly less ... inviting. 

The Media Create the Impression of a Crime Wave

The fear diminishes within a week. Just experiencing my neighborhood reminds me that it is not that scary. But while I'm away, absorbing news about the city through television and through newspapers that my office sends me, I'm left with the feeling that the city is a terrifying place. And should I not feel that? After all, the horror stories are real—reporters do not make this stuff up. And we all know that there is much more violence now; Politicians and the media have pointed out that crime rates are skyrocketing, especially for violent crime. 

But the fact is that crime is not rising. Yes, the horror stories are real, but there have always been horrible crimes; what is new today is that there is more reporting about them. To create today's "crime wave," the media have consistently hyped skewed data, while ignoring better statistics that show the crime rate to have stayed about the same. Skeptical? Here are the facts. 

The United States gets its crime statistics from two sources: the FBI, which compiles reported crime, and the U.S. Justice Department, which surveys people, asking, "Were you a victim?" This Justice Department survey finds much more crime. That is not surprising because so much crime is never reported. In 1992, for example, the Justice Department reports that 70 out of every 100,000 Americans were raped, while the FBI reports only 43 per 100,000. Justice says 900 of every 100,000 suffered aggravated assault; the FBI says 442 of every 100,000; and so on. 

Among crime experts, the higher Justice Department numbers are widely regarded as the more reliable, precisely because Justice takes unreported crime into account. Here is the surprise: The Justice Department data, high as they are, do not show crime getting worse (see Table 1). Between 1980 and 1992, total crime incidents as reported in the Justice Department survey declined over 16 percent, and the rate of violent crime declined over 3 percent. 

How the Media Make Crime Seem Worse

Why, then, do we hear so much about the exploding crime rate? Because the media make crime much more visible. Local crime, 30 years ago, was largely a local event. Victims were reluctant to speak out; many were ashamed that they had been victimized. Today, talk-show driven openness compels us to tell everything, and in the heated competition for readers and TV ratings, every "interesting" crime becomes a headline. Such interesting small-town crimes that 30 years ago were local stories now get national headlines. 

Adding to the distorted perceptions, reporters, looking for a sexier way to tell the "bigger" story, often quote the FBI data for reported crime. Reported crime has risen sharply (see Table 2), but that does not mean that the actual crime rate has increased. Based on a comparison of Tables 1 and 2, we can conclude that reporting of crime is going up. Why would that be? Possibly because computers are better (reporting is easier than it used to be) and because police departments have figured out that reporting more crimes yields bigger budgets. 

Underscoring the dubious nature of the FBI reported crime data is the FBI statistic on murder rates. Most murders are reported, in that with a murder we have a body to account for; it is hard to get that wrong. But notice in Table 2 that the murder-rate trend is inconsistent with the ever-rising FBI figures for other crimes, but completely consistent with the Justice Department data in Table 1 that show the various crime rates relatively flat or declining. 

Unsurprisingly, the criminologists say that the Justice Department numbers are accurate. Yet we seldom see them quoted. Why? Because they make for a less interesting story. "I was called by a reporter one time ... who wanted to do a story on crime and trends in crime," says Mark Warr, a criminologist at the University of Texas. "When I told him crime was going down, he said, 'I'm sorry, my editor will not let me report that story. It's not news when crime is going down.'" 

Even when reporters do use the more reliable Justice Department data, we mislead by what we leave out. USA Today recently reported that the Justice Department said violent crime was up 24 percent (compared to 20 years ago). It was not a lie; the actual number of crimes did increase, but so did the population. In fact, over 20 years, the population increased 25 percent, so the probability of an individual's being victimized actually went down slightly. We are a little safer today. You would never know that from the USA Today headline: "Violent Crime Up 24%." 

Some of the reporting is just wrong. In the 1980s, many activists claimed that at least 50,000 kids were abducted by strangers every year. It was never true; nearly every "abduction" was a child taken by a disgruntled parent in a custody dispute. Yet the press hyped the story for years. At breakfast, milk cartons remind families: "Fear Strangers!" In truth, children are much more likely to be molested or kidnapped by friends or family members, and a hundred times more likely to be injured by cars, bikes, swimming pools, and the like, but that makes for a less dramatic story. 
Crime Is a Persistent Problem, Not an Increasing One

I am not suggesting that crime is not a serious problem. In certain neighborhoods, and among certain groups, crime is up. If you are a black teenager, the yearly odds of becoming the victim of some violent crime is one in six. That is a crime wave. 

Furthermore, since the big baby boom generation is aging, crime rates should be dropping, rather than just staying level. This bodes ill for the next decade, when the boomers' kids will reach prime crime-committing age. 

It is possible that crime today is worse than it was prior to 20 years ago. The Justice Department began its victimization surveys only in 1973, and the evidence about crime is mixed prior to that year. FBI data on murders show significantly fewer killings in the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s; then crime increased as the baby-boomers hit their late teens. Murder data for the 1930s, however, list more murders per capita than today. It is not clear that life was safer in the "good old days." Nevertheless, today's news stories imply that crime is exploding. That is simply wrong, and reporters repeat the fallacy every, day.... 

America pays a price for our overemotional reporting. People's lives are diminished by fear. When we believe that there is an epidemic of crime, we give up freedom. We invite politicians to pass repressive laws. We go out less at night, we avoid strangers; we cut ourselves off from other people. "What kind of society are we going to have if no one trusts each other?" asks criminologist Warr. "It tears the social fabric apart if we assume that everyone we run into is a criminal." 

The people who are most fearful are those who "get out" the least, those who stay home and experience life through the media. For example, although the age group least likely to be victimized by crime is the elderly, surveys show that it is the elderly who are most afraid. "They become hostages in their homes," says Johnny Mack Brown, president of the National Sheriffs Association. "They start barring their windows, locking their doors." Mack has his men visit the elderly to try to convince them that things are not so bad. But it's a hard sell, he says: "People believe what they see in the media."

