Taking Crime Seriously: Playing the Weighting Game.
Abstract
[bookmark: _GoBack]The advantages and problems of weighting crime counts by harm inflicted are detailed. To obtain a better understanding of crime trends and distributions, victim judgements of the seriousness of offences committed against them derived from the Crime Survey for England and Wales were analysed and used as weights of crime counts to yield estimates of harm. The data were used to check whether there was a harm drop paralleling the crime drop of recent decades. There was, albeit somewhat less precipitous. Series crimes (ie repeated crimes against the same targets and presumed to be by the same perpetrators) account for an astonishing 39% of all crime and around 42% of crime harm.  The paper focuses on the distribution of harm across households. In line with our earlier work, the most victimised households have benefited most from the harm drop in absolute terms, but still account for a similar proportion of total harm across time. A case is made for the use of CSEW victim seriousness judgement for a variety of analytic purposes. 
Introduction
Sherman, Neyroud and Neyroud (2014) observe

“The logic of simply summing crimes of all kind into a single total has long been challenged as misleading. All crimes are not created equal. Counting them as if they are fosters distortion of risk assessments, resource allocation and accountability.” 
Unquestionably, crime counts per se represent an inadequate basis for crime policy, as would a count of hospital admissions without an understanding of the presenting profile of patient conditions. The ultimate benefit Sherman et al. see as accruing from a weighted count is clarity for evidence-based policies, “providing a standard ‘bottom line’ for crime in cost-effectiveness comparisons of alternative strategies…”. In the shorter term they see a weighted index as affording a better underpinning for national and local trends and comparisons. Such an index also permits a more nuanced analysis of criminal careers. Sherman et al. make the telling point that better resourcing decisions would flow from weighted measures of harm, given the flaws in current funding arrangements (Pease, 2008). 
The Cambridge Harm Index (hereinafter CHI) whose development is very briefly described below is intended first to be applied in evaluating criminal career changes induced by an upcoming experiment (Neyroud, in press) of an actuarially based triage system of offender allocation to preatment (Neyroud, personal communication 2015). This approach echoes an earlier attempt to measure penal efficacy by weighting crimes according to their seriousness (Pease, Billingham and Earnshaw (1977)).  Harm inflicted is arguably a better measure of offender change than reconviction per se, with the proviso that cumulative harm across offences forms part of the calculation.
If weighting crime counts is deemed useful, how is it best realised? Sherman et al. (2014) identify four possible ‘metrics’ for the weighting process.   
· Public opinion
· Financial cost
· Sentences imposed
· Sentencing guideline ‘starting points’.
The Cambridge Harm Index lies within a quite long tradition of weighting crimes wherein the first three approaches listed above have all been tried. The approaches overlap. An offence deemed serious merits the expenditure of more resources for its investigation because it is serious and a longer average or starting point for sentencing for the same reason.  Weighting crime on the basis of public opinion (Sellin and Wolfgang 1964), financial cost (DuBourg, Hamed and Thorns 2005) and average sentence imposed (Wallace, Turner, Matarazzo and Babyak 2009) are examples of the metrics in use. With the partial exception of the DuBourg et al. work these attempts have gained little traction as a method of routinely weighting crime counts to provide a more nuanced view of crime and punishment effects. The application of the DuBourg et al. approach has been, inter alia, to estimate the monetary cost of criminal careers (Farrington, Piquero and Jennings 2013).  

The Cambridge Harm Index settles on the fourth metric option, arguing that it represents the reasoned assessment of the basic offence, without mitigating or aggravating factors. The use of guideline starting points is ingenious in ensuring some stability by taking out changes in sentencing practice, at least over the short term. In the present writers’ opinion it has the disadvantage of being removed from crime as immediately experienced, guidelines being prepared by a distinguished but remote body whose experience tends to be limited to detected crimes whose processing progresses beyond first tier courts. It is unnecessary here to rehearse the intrinsic criticisms made by decision theorists of the guideline approach currently promulgated in England and Wales (Hebenton, Shaw, & Pease, 2009)(Dhami, 2013) but they are factors to be taken into account in the choice to base a Harm Index  using the starting points devised for such guidelines. Second, while the stability over time of the sentencing starting point is in principle a virtue, if it does not chime with the view of the judiciary generally, the mix of mitigating and aggravating factors which are routinely brought to bear to adjust sentence length might well mean that relative sentence lengths as promulgated in guidelines are not a reasonable reflection of relative harm even for the judiciary.  It may well be that the presence of aggravating features in many cases means that the central tendency of sentence lengths for a particular offence departs markedly from the starting point. Finally, judgements of harm are constrained within offence categories. Insofar as the distributions of experienced harm associated with different offence categories overlap, harm as inferred from legal categorisations will be approximate at best and misleading at worst.     
A surprising omission from the list of metrics listed above, are the judgements made by the immediate victims of crime. The National Crime Recording Standard, a set of rules applying throughout the UK that determines whether an incident is recorded as a crime or not, requires that the victim account be believed unless there is credible evidence to the contrary. If the victim is to be believed in the assertion that there was a crime, is it too much of a stretch to say that the victim’s assessment of offence seriousness should inform the calculation of harm inflicted, in preference to judgements made as to the appropriate sentencing ‘starting point’ for the small subset of crimes reported, recorded, detected, labelled within a legal category and processed? This point is developed later in the paper.  
We suggest that in the scaling of harm, as far as possible all crime suffered should be included, and the most salient judgements of harm should be those of the people who suffered it. This involves 
1. Inclusion of crime which is not officially recorded
2. Inclusion of crime which is officially recorded but where no offender is processed.
3. Centrality of victim judgements of the seriousness of the event unconstrained by legal category. 
We argue below that data on victim judgements of offence seriousness captured by the Crime Survey for England and Wales (CSEW) provide a promising starting point for crime weighting. The people who know most about what happened in the course of an event are perpetrator and victim. The victim also, uniquely, knows about the emotional and health consequences of the event. It is contended here that victim judgements of seriousness of crime suffered, afford the best currently available variable in terms of which to weight crime counts for many purposes. A community suffers from unrecorded and unsanctioned crime as well as from crime where the perpetrator makes it to the point at which a sanction is applied. Basing harm measures exclusively on a heavily filtered set of events will overlook the filters. That said, we acknowledge that the perfect is the enemy of the good, and that there will be instances where he use of CSEW seriousness judgements is not feasible and alternative weighting approaches represent a valuable improvement over simple counts.  
A note on semantics is necessary. Harm is not always the same as seriousness, as is evident where the consequences are greater than were intended. For example, there is a wealth of legal commentary on ‘one-punch murders’ and ‘thin skull’ cases, where death would not have occurred had the victim’s skull not been fragile. Similar interpretation applies to cases where religious beliefs lead to life-saving treatment being refused, death ensuing (Klimchuk, 1998). Harm focuses exclusively on consequences, seriousness leaves room to adjust for apparent motive. Nonetheless, we will use the term harm here as for most practical purposes synonymous with seriousness, harm being inferred from seriousness judgements. 
The virtues of seriousness/harm as the weighting variable are as follows
1. Many studies over many years have demonstrated consensus in the assessment of the relative seriousness of crimes (Rossi et al., 1974).
2. When offence names are presented to them without reference to what they have experienced, crime victims rank crime seriousness in the abstract in much the same way as non-victims, and specifically do not rank the crime(s) from which they themselves suffered more seriously than do non-victims, rather the contrary (Pease, 1988) . There is no apparent inflation of seriousness judgements resulting from victimisation, 
3. Seriousness judgements made by crime victims reflect events more or less as they happen and in local context. 
4. Some people and households are chronically victimised. Victim judgements allow possibly different weights to be given to one off and chronic victimisations (Shaw and Chenery 2007). The proportion of crime (measured as counts) suffered by chronic victims has increased over time (Ignatans and Pease 2015; 2016).
A critical point noted above, is that CSEW judgements are unconstrained by offence category, whereas guideline judgements are not. If one takes the guideline approach of Sherman et al., one is limited to harm within crime categories. So, for example, all assaults occasioning actual bodily harm will be scored alike, even if harm as perceived by the victim varied widely. The CSEW ratings allow one to identify the variables associated with perceived harm more widely. For example, if one wished to know whether more harm was caused by violence committed by people the victim knew well, or by groups of people, this would be possible with CSEW data but not by using the guideline starting point.  In the writers’ view, many of the uses of a weighted measure correctly identified by Sherman et al. can more flexibly be realised using CSEW data. An intriguing possibility is for CSEW judgements to be used to calibrate legal categories. This point will be addressed in a second paper currently in preparation.  
In summary, the use of victimisation surveys provides at worst a staging post towards satisfaction of the first requirement noted above, the inclusion of unrecorded crime. The limitations of the approach include the following
1. The convention of capping the number of victimisations reported (typically at five)[footnoteRef:1] understates the degree of chronic victimisation (Farrell & Pease, 2007)(Planty & Strom, 2007). The contribution of chronic victims to the desired weighted depiction of crime will thus be understated, unless some corrective adjustment is made. As ever, victims of crime series pose particular problems.  They are asked about the seriousness of one crime in the series. Should that be taken as implicitly a measure of seriousness of the series as a whole, or as a number which should be multiplied by the number of events suffered?  We took the latter option but analyses using the former have been carried out and are available from the corresponding author on request. [1:  In victim forms of CSEW, every household can report up to 6 different victimisations, up to a maximum of five series of incidents in each. ] 

2. The exclusion of crime against businesses and children self-evidently distorts the picture.
3. ‘Victimless’ crime, such as drug use, does not feature in victimisation surveys.
4. Novel crime types (notably cybercrime) are not yet adequately represented in crime surveys.
5. Murder victims do not contribute responses.
6. Much crime is not mentally labelled as such by its victims, being seen as part of the hurly-burly of everyday life. Every phone call or mail purporting to come from a bank or ‘Microsoft technical support’ you have rejected or deleted is an attempt to obtain pecuniary advantage by deception.  In brief, victimisation surveys deal only with crime perceived as crime by its victims.  
. 
Despite their shortcomings, victimisation surveys represent a way to move away from current distortions in the public representation of crime which Sherman et al. identify. 
The present paper has two purposes. The first is to present weighting by seriousness as a viable alternative to the Cambridge Harm Index and other approaches for many (not all) practical purposes. The second is to present the seriousness judgements garnered from the Crime Survey for England and Wales as an underused resource in understanding the changing scale and shape of the crime burden across people and places. 
Seriousness Judgements in the Crime Survey for England and Wales 
Respondents to CSEW who recount crimes against them are invited to assess the seriousness of each such event (with the exception of series crimes described below) by responding to the question “How serious a crime do you think this was?” and allowing a score of up to 20 to be given to every victimisation incident, with the ends of the scale pegged at theft of a bottle of milk and murder. A series of crimes (defined as a set of similar events probably committed by the same person) is treated differently. There details (including a seriousness judgement) are asked only about the most recent event in the series. So, if one was to report a series of burglaries, seriousness of the latest incident would be noted.
Seriousness judgements thus elicited are used in the analyses below as the weighted measure of crime harm. There are many ways in which the value of the weighted index may be tested. Some of the more interesting tests concern trends which cannot be identified by other means. However, in this first outing for the approach, and after an initial examination of trends over time in counts and harm measures, the emphasis will be on the scale and distribution of victimisation harm and their changes across time. The data analysed here come from sweeps of the British Crime Survey (BCS) between 1994 and 2012, recently rebadged as the Crime Survey for England and Wales (CSEW). Sample numbers come from the screener questions completed by all. All the harm and offence count data used here come from Victim Forms, supplementary forms completed only by those victimised. Seriousness question is answered in virtually all victim forms, therefore findings are likely to be representative of the victimised population. The key seriousness variable has been consistently coded in all sweeps and presents no particular methodological issues in terms of cross-sweep comparison. The seriousness question was asked only about the most recent event. One noteworthy feature of the analysis is that series events were each assigned the seriousness of the most recent event. Up to five series could be reported in the Victim forms. Therefore, if one was to report a series of five burglaries and rated the latter as ten, the entire series would be weighted as having a harm rating of 50. 
CSEW data used in the analyses reported here are publicly available to those wishing to replicate or extend the work.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  http://doc.ukdataservice.ac.uk/doc/7252/mrdoc/pdf/7252_csew_2011-12_adults_dataset_user_guide.pdf] 




Results
a) Is the crime drop also a harm drop?
Figure 1. Crimes and Harm 1994-2012 

Note
	
	1994
	1996
	1998
	2000
	2001
	2002
	2003
	2004

	Total Households SCREENER
	16550
	16348
	14947
	19411
	8985
	32824
	36479
	37931

	Total Series Harm VF
	45151
	38105
	29225
	36898
	17588
	52942
	50956
	49565

	Total Singles Harm VF
	58100
	58809
	43548
	47861
	22323
	67300
	69777
	69139

	Total Series VF
	7932
	6431
	5148
	6597
	2567
	8170
	8430
	8250

	Total Singles VF
	11322
	10853
	8675
	9788
	4097
	12383
	13021
	12647

	

	
	2005
	2006
	2007
	2008
	2009
	2010
	2011
	2012

	Total Households SCREENER
	45120
	47796
	47203
	46286
	46983
	44638
	46754
	46031

	Total Series Harm VF
	57874
	61688
	58730
	56087
	51581
	51607
	44812
	45004

	Total Singles Harm VF
	72153
	76578
	77592
	69119
	69652
	66015
	67642
	63541

	Total Series VF
	9234
	9694
	9813
	9181
	8600
	8044
	7302
	7366

	Total Singles VF
	13737
	14263
	14676
	13116
	13200
	12005
	12695
	12301



Each year in Figure 1 is represented by four columns. Both mean series and single crime counts have decreased by roughly 60% between 1994 and 2012 indicating a clear and consistent decrease in crime rates, based on data from the supplementary victim forms. Harm means, however, have decreased slightly less. 
The second point worthy of note in Figure 1 is the difference between the two crime count columns.  Figure 2 more clearly shows the proportion of all crime events which form part of a series. It suggests that the proportion of crimes which are series crimes forms an astonishingly high but slightly decreasing proportion of the total. It seems that around 39% of all victimisations are repeated crimes of the same type committed in the same circumstances and probably, in the victim’s view, by the same perpetrator(s). Figure 3 shows proportions of harm attributable to series. Similarly, around 42% of all harm can be attributed to series. Measuring crime trends or harm trends without incorporating series event risks serious misrepresentation of the presenting crime problem.   
Figure 2. Proportion of Series Events












Figure 3. Proportion of Series Harm

b) Has the burden of harm shifted?
In our previous relevant work (Ignatans and Pease 2015; 2016) the primary concern has been with the distribution of victimisation across households, and the weighted measure is therefore next put to work here in establishing how the burden of crime falls across households when it is weighted by seriousness/harm.   
For the following analysis, for each survey sweep, victimised households were ranked according to the amount of crime harm suffered, then ranked and divided into deciles, and the proportion of each year’s total crime harm suffered by households in each decile calculated. The approach has similarities with previous single year analyses (Trickett, Osborn, Seymour, & Pease, 1992) (Tseloni & Pease, 2005). 
Figure 4 makes it clear that the mean amount of harm suffered by the most victimised 10% of the population has declined. In 1994 an average household in the most victimised decile suffered around fifty-five harm units (for example five crimes of seriousness ten and one of seriousness five). In 2012 this had fallen by around ten units. Victimisation peak in 2001 is likely to be an artefact of unusually low sample used in the sweep. Figure 5 depicts the proportion of harm suffered by the most victimised 10% of households.  This has remained roughly steady over time. 






Figure 4. Mean crime harm per household by decile, CSEW Sweeps 1994-2012 

Figure 5. Proportion of crime harm per household by decile, CSEW Sweeps 1994-2012

Conclusions
This paper advances two distinct arguments. The first is that seriousness judgements routinely included in the England and Wales annual national victimisation survey afford a good starting point for the weighting of crime counts advocated by Sherman et al. (2014). The second is to demonstrate trends in the harm ‘landscape’ that have characterised the last two decades.
The emerging picture is as follows:
1. Trends in crime harm using victim seriousness judgements look meaningful alongside crime counts.
2. There is a harm drop roughly equivalent to the crime drop.
3. Crime which forms part of a series represents around 39% of all crime suffered.
4. Crime which forms part of a series represents around 42% of all harm suffered.
5. Across the period covered, the amount of crime harm has become less concentrated on particular households.
6. Notwithstanding the absolute decline in harm concentration, the proportion of harm suffered by the most harmed decile has remained roughly stable over time. 
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Proportion of Series Events	
1994	1995	1996	1997	1998	1999	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	41.196634465565602	37.20782226336496	37.242277363813933	40.262435154104367	38.520408163265309	39.750887948231401	39.298867185678994	39.479351103029146	40.198511166253098	40.464164962223983	40.071052309200049	41.175942951966633	39.449541284403672	40.121701830515235	36.51547732159824	37.453602481313879	


Proportion of Series Harm	
1994	1995	1996	1997	1998	1999	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	43.729358553428057	39.318364735745092	40.159124950187568	43.53284017036539	44.068051414397033	44.029540426805937	42.205527900408342	41.755121984094892	44.509217316403515	44.615451376332572	43.081820982673378	44.795776560228745	42.546996279890791	43.87529543792828	39.84918277695769	41.46114514717398	
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1994	1	2	3	4	5	6	7	8	9	10	0.93542440119548831	1.8205890918755991	2.9119529043185177	3.8360671034289706	5.161622787795161	6.7690852591308683	8.6536476815499501	11.960538704925312	17.064408773323755	40.886663292456376	1996	1	2	3	4	5	6	7	8	9	10	0.83881214236552082	1.704910337598309	2.6034062209320745	3.5950634562717605	4.8193360921764627	6.7628374039228563	8.2751614844764685	11.90377454664835	17.408933698491278	42.087764617116925	1998	1	2	3	4	5	6	7	8	9	10	0.87143371502955802	1.6504694525054395	2.5870664373001633	3.6691459995753228	4.3143162241924218	6.4249291435992282	8.006619418808258	11.147073576794181	16.930294534901968	44.39865149729345	2000	1	2	3	4	5	6	7	8	9	10	0.86200222577055208	1.6189255012015935	2.5393138820341608	3.5648618570668211	4.2035612328833407	5.9610328865663451	7.9904356381348682	10.839099369365009	16.967226335059109	45.453541071918195	2001	1	2	3	4	5	6	7	8	9	10	0.90033099203741729	1.6305405114935727	2.5058396355142349	3.4010690240156287	4.1788935098080033	6.3195263535234396	7.5999608196848429	10.808597358321668	16.315540300627294	46.339701494973909	2002	1	2	3	4	5	6	7	8	9	10	0.99012869542713433	1.8063595787002005	2.6992033365656445	3.790798722750552	4.2463731181124356	6.2633194756870498	7.9608745702854078	10.968186326298257	16.768672514283054	44.506083661890258	2003	1	2	3	4	5	6	7	8	9	10	1.0059654361440689	1.8580880215627729	2.779906455619269	3.965809396718019	4.3765524667706046	6.2078026319266444	8.2047043046270112	11.045635916814206	16.673493116296275	43.882042253521128	2004	1	2	3	4	5	6	7	8	9	10	0.99327916858300325	1.9054692314665651	2.805683057200671	3.9236315277769696	4.3561067581739898	6.1694254982405745	8.2483838317471747	11.02637184053973	16.374094401025964	44.197554685245358	2005	1	2	3	4	5	6	7	8	9	10	0.91061522576832354	1.7179798618400595	2.5429537914956559	3.5053661100984574	4.4102261033296166	5.9461859988077217	8.1455438179353656	10.736085651603991	16.114737003052852	45.970306436067958	2006	1	2	3	4	5	6	7	8	9	10	0.97881857418261298	1.7656479569069368	2.6456939567058639	3.6418859212041785	4.470429078645898	5.9595138272785153	8.1605548196606801	10.708975428558325	16.161750673329113	45.506729763527872	2007	1	2	3	4	5	6	7	8	9	10	0.95595384184020882	1.8206910614993026	2.6701344762418024	3.5685544805386331	4.5517276537482569	6.0114667123053227	8.4165996045459011	11.0362099038311	16.738796377553065	44.229865887896409	2008	1	2	3	4	5	6	7	8	9	10	1.0145202817718071	1.8176480906061221	2.697662413673076	3.5139681711642856	4.5441202265153056	5.9239877744989426	8.2912017652998262	10.892074418148127	16.448170219108388	44.856646639214127	2009	1	2	3	4	5	6	7	8	9	10	1.0492827064777681	1.8400398184616715	2.7402792996440444	3.6532150555738028	4.6672609995280308	6.1828097960039852	8.5088041305213853	10.825322259973706	16.283248369494714	44.249737564320895	2010	1	2	3	4	5	6	7	8	9	10	1.014950788223661	1.7962141195003289	2.6871363227724925	3.6833166734473752	4.5472956649270326	6.1153905912508204	8.4387037441185218	10.663404741825653	16.289506606924583	44.764080747009523	2011	1	2	3	4	5	6	7	8	9	10	0.98706184215842041	1.8790440551273946	2.6734099294325007	3.4702185610092724	4.6153080082039066	5.9072447483067467	8.4839778611029413	10.68959977301148	16.542540148125042	44.751595073522303	2012	1	2	3	4	5	6	7	8	9	10	0.98337989637142653	1.9181808258621045	2.6096935689904917	3.4444847630201956	4.6650558903964106	5.7509039719697386	8.2963828337271774	10.499940505516269	15.890042393507333	45.94193535063885	Population Deciles
Percentage of Total Crime

Series Harm	1994	1996	1998	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	2.728157099697885	2.3308661609982875	1.955241854552753	1.9008809437947556	1.9574846967167501	1.6129051913234218	1.3968584665149812	1.3067148242862039	1.2826684397163119	1.2906519374006193	1.2442005804715801	1.2117486929093031	1.0978651852797821	1.1561225861373718	0.95846344697779873	0.97768894875192802	Single Harm	1994	1996	1998	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	3.5105740181268881	3.5973207731832639	2.9134943466916439	2.4656637988769257	2.4844741235392322	2.0503290275408239	1.9127991447133967	1.8227571115973742	1.5991356382978723	1.6021842832036153	1.6437938266635594	1.4933025104783304	1.4824936679224401	1.4788969039831534	1.4467639132480643	1.3803958202081206	Series Count	1994	1996	1998	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	0.4792749244712991	0.39338145338879371	0.34441693985415134	0.33985884292411517	0.28569838619922094	0.24890324153058738	0.23109186107075302	0.21750019772745249	0.20465425531914894	0.20282031969202444	0.2078893290680677	0.19835371386596379	0.18304493114530787	0.18020520632644832	0.15617915044702058	0.16002259346961831	Single Count	1994	1996	1998	2000	2001	2002	2003	2004	2005	2006	2007	2008	2009	2010	2011	2012	0.68410876132930509	0.66387325666748231	0.58038402354987628	0.50425016743083817	0.45598219254312744	0.37725444796490371	0.35694509169659255	0.33342121220110199	0.30445478723404257	0.29841409322955897	0.3109124420058047	0.28336862118135075	0.28095268501372839	0.26894126080917602	0.2715275698335971	0.26723295170645867	
Mean Per Household
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