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he way crime is counted in the United States is changing, moving from monthly aggregate reporting of 
summary crime and arrest statistics to detailed reporting of crime and arrest activities at the incident 
level. This shift in reporting practice reflects the fundamental nature of police recordkeeping and has 

important implications for police information management and operations. Incident-based reporting promises 
richer data regarding the nature of crime and law enforcement’s response, and will greatly expand analytic 
capabilities at the local, state, and federal levels. 

 
Crime Reporting Programs 

The collection, reporting, and analysis of crime and arrest data across the United States began 85 years ago 
when the International Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP) created the Committee on Uniform Crime Records 
(UCR) in 1927. In 1929, the IACP published a Uniform Crime Reporting manual and began data collection from 
400 law enforcement agencies.1 Following congressional legislation authorizing the attorney general to collect 
crime information, the U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) assumed responsibility for UCR in September 
1930, by which time the number of reporting agencies had grown to more than 800.2 

The UCR program is based on monthly submissions of aggregate crime and arrest reports from U.S. state, 
tribal, and local law enforcement agencies. Detailed offense information is collected on eight UCR Index 
offenses in the summary UCR program. Even among these offenses, however, reporting provisions of the UCR 
program mask a potentially substantial volume of crime as a consequence of reporting provisions associated 
with the “hierarchy rule” and the “hotel rule.”3 The aggregate reporting nature of the summary program fails to 
capture victim and offender characteristics or relationships for most offenses. Complex classification and 
counting rules and reporting artifacts associated with the traditional summary UCR program are known to 
produce what has been referred to as the “dark figure” of crime.4 

Recognizing the limitations inherent in aggregate reporting in the summary UCR program, the Bureau of Justice 
Statistics (BJS) and the FBI funded a three-phase UCR redesign program in 1982.5 The original BJS-funded 
study recommended a two-tiered implementation strategy for unit-record (or incident-based) reporting.6 The 
resulting National Incident-Based Reporting System (NIBRS) expands the range of offenses reported by the 
police and collects more detailed information on crime incidents. In addition, NIBRS collects offense and arrest 
data on 22 crime categories, spanning 46 offenses (compared to the 8 UCR Index offenses), as well as a 
number of offenses for which only arrest information is reported. NIBRS collects 53 specific data elements, 



including offenses within an incident; incident location (e.g., bar, motel, or residence); characteristics of victims 
and offenders; relationships between victims and offenders; and nature and scope of injury or dollar loss 
incurred in the incident. Moreover, NIBRS eliminates the need for the “hierarchy rule” (because multiple types 
of crimes can be reported within a single incident) and collects an expanded array of attributes involved in the 
commission of offenses, including whether the offender is suspected of using alcohol, drugs or narcotics, or a 
computer in the commission of the offense and whether the arrestee was armed with a weapon. 

The greater detail and flexibility of NIBRS has enabled researchers to better explore the dynamics of crime and 
criminality, including studies focusing on crime analysis, characteristics of offenders, characteristics of victims, 
police response to intimate partner violence, and the extent of violent crime victimization against the elderly.7 

 
National Crime Statistics Exchange (NCS-X) 

The BJS and the FBI have jointly undertaken a new initiative to create the National Crime Statistics Exchange 
(NCS-X). The NCS-X initiative seeks to increase participation in NIBRS by recruiting an additional 400 
strategically selected agencies to report to NIBRS and submit their data through their state UCR program. 
While the scientific basis for computing U.S. statistics would be provided by an increase in reporting, the 
ultimate objective is to significantly increase reporting of NIBRS data, which will create the kind of robust data 
repositories that help decision makers and legislative bodies formulate effective strategies to reduce crime. 

Like the summary UCR program, participation in NIBRS is voluntary, although some states strongly encourage 
all agencies to participate. There are currently 15 U.S. states with complete NIBRS agency participation, 18 
states that submit both summary UCR and NIBRS data, and 10 states that have no current program under way, 
with the remaining 7 states exploring or working on participation to various degrees. 

Given the variance of state mandates or encouragement and the voluntary nature of the program, law 
enforcement agencies have a choice to make regarding participation. The question for most law enforcement 
executives is “Why should I participate? What is the value for my agency to participate in NIBRS?” This article 
suggests factors that agencies should consider in determining whether to move forward with NIBRS reporting. 

 
Reasons to Participate in NIBRS/NCS-X 

The reasons why it is beneficial for today’s law enforcement agencies to adopt and report incident-based data 
follow: 

1. Modern law enforcement records management systems are incident based. Progressive law 
enforcement administrators have long recognized the extraordinary value of detailed and complete 
information on crime incidents and calls for service.8 Incident-based systems enable chiefs and 
commanders to more effectively measure workload, correlate crimes with suspects, measure the 
performance of strategies their agencies employ to reduce crime, and dynamically respond to the 
constantly evolving needs of their communities. Most commercially available law enforcement records 
management systems are designed to efficiently manage incident reporting, and they typically already 
capture the basic data required for NIBRS reporting. For agencies with such an automated system, the 
data needed to participate in NIBRS is probably already being collected and managed. 

2. Adopting NIBRS will improve data quality. NIBRS reporting standards enforce edits to ensure that 
data are accurately reported. The edits function to limit or require key data elements depending on the 
nature of the incident and its unique attributes, which serve to improve the overall quality and utility of 
the data gathered. The result is more accurate, timely, and complete information, which in turn can 
generate more thorough analyses, more productive investigations, and better performance 
measurements. Enhancing the quality of incident reports produces secondary benefits as well, 
improving the utility of U.S. local, state, regional, and national information sharing. 

3. Building NIBRS into incident report processing reduces work and cost. Adoption of the NIBRS 
data collection edits can help foster greater accuracy in initial data entry. This translates into better 
offense classification; fewer corrections for officers, supervisors, and records personnel; and a 
reduction of other time-consuming tasks related to correcting inaccurate and incomplete reports. 

4. Adopting NIBRS reporting standards enables more accurate and meaningful crime analysis. 
The incident-based nature of NIBRS reporting and the additional data captured enables more 



comprehensive and detailed analyses of crime and victimization. Effective crime analysis requires 
timely, accurate, and complete information, which can be efficiently harvested from NIBRS-compliant 
incident-based offense reports. Crime analysis enables agencies to understand the dynamics of crime 
within their communities and intelligently deploy resources for effective intervention. Broader, more 
strategic analyses of crime and victimization at U.S. state and national levels can help inform policy 
makers of emerging trends and contribute to legislation and programs designed to address and 
ameliorate emerging crime problems. 

5. NIBRS does not increase crime in a jurisdiction. One of the biggest impediments to local agency 
participation in NIBRS has been the concern that NIBRS will significantly increase the volume of crime 
reported by the jurisdiction, not because the amount of crime actually increased or that more accurate 
reporting resulted in the reclassification or discovery of additional crime, but rather because NIBRS 
abandons the hierarchy rule and reports all offenses within an incident. Earlier research, however, 
demonstrates that the vast majority of incidents involve only a single offender, single victim, and single 
offense. Additionally, the FBI has analyzed NIBRS submissions for two decades (1991–2011) and 
found that there is actually very little impact on the volume of crime reported. Rape numbers, for 
example, were not affected at all; robbery, aggravated assault, and burglary showed very slight 
increases (0.5, 0.6, and 0.8 percent, respectively). Larceny showed a 3.1 percent increase, and motor 
vehicle theft recorded a 2.8 percent increase.9 

6. NIBRS supports the development of strategy and performance evaluation. Leveraging NIBRS 
standards for data quality, the collection and analysis of incident-based data become even more useful 
when defining metrics for evaluating the performance of specific programs, projects, and strategies 
that are designed to reduce or respond to specific crime categories. 

7. NIBRS supports expanded information sharing. NIBRS reporting standards support universal 
standards for law enforcement incident and records management. The implementation of these 
standards expands information sharing at U.S. local, regional, state, and national levels, including the 
National Data Exchange program (N-DEx). The latest version of the National Information Exchange 
Model (NIEM) incorporates all required NIBRS fields in the data model, making it a best practice to 
incorporate these data elements and relationships into any law enforcement records management 
system.10 

8. NIBRS participation is an indicator of a professional agency. The implementation of NIBRS 
reporting standards produces more robust and better quality incident-level data, contributing to 
evidence-based research and practices, which supports data-driven policing and facilitates best 
practices in contemporary law enforcement management and operations aligning with CALEA 
accreditation standards. Such a commitment reveals a level of transparency and accountability that 
demonstrates that law enforcement executives are actively invested in advancing the profession and 
furthering the adoption of evidence-based practices. 

 
Conclusion 

One in three law enforcement agencies throughout the United States currently participates in NIBRS reporting. 
These agencies have incorporated NIBRS reporting standards into their records management systems and 
harvest the data for submission to U.S. state and national programs in order to build comprehensive and 
actionable data sources that provide a better understanding of crime, criminality, and victimization. Law 
enforcement professionals have increasingly recognized the importance of building robust incident-based 
records management systems that support evidence-based practices and data-driven decision making to 
further strategic planning and tactical deployment within their jurisdictions, as well as to enhance and sustain 
planning and development efforts at U.S. state and national levels. 

The NCS-X program is designed to strategically expand NIBRS reporting to produce a representative database 
of U.S. incident reports by working closely with 400 select law enforcement agencies. The program will support 
local agencies’ incident-based reporting practices, analytic methods, and information sharing capabilities. ♦ 

Financial support, technical assistance, and enhanced analytic 
functions may be available to assist agencies in contributing NIBRS 
data. The NCS-X partner organizations, BJS and FBI are working 
closely with candidate agencies in exploring options to facilitate 
NIBRS reporting. 
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