


reasons behind the change. For several years,
the “reporting hypothesis” has enjoyed some
attention, as authorities attempt to attach cause
to effect where crime statistics are concerned.
This school of thought proposes that the rea-
son crime statistics fluctuate from year to year
is that either more or fewer crimes are reported.
It is not that there was more crime last year
than in 1986, they say, but that more people
elected to report the crimes to law enforce-
ment agencies.

The FBI rejects the “reporting hypothesis,”
and the Department of Justice annual survey of
the American population does not suggest that
the percentage of crimes reported (versus those
that went unreported) increased significantly
from 1986 to 1987. So what has caused the up-
ward trend in index crimes?

The answer may be found in an unpublished
FBI study. The FBI looked at 21 sociodemo-
graphic variables which it suspected of being
correlated to crime. Of these 21, most vari-
ables either were found to be predictors for
one particular crime and not for others, or
were determined to be unrelated to criminal
activity. However, four eventually were des-
ignated “‘paramount” predictors of index
crime.

The most salient predictor of crime was lack
of family continuity, characterized by a high
divorce rate or a high number of female-
headed households in this study. In states or
cities where one or both of these conditions
were met (Nevada, for instance), the FBI
found a higher rate of index crimes.

Property crimes were influenced most by pop-
ulation mobility. Where the population was
most mobile, suggesting the presence of transi-
ents and others without strong links to jobs or
communities, the property crime rate was
higher than the national average. Violent

crimes, on the other hand, were determined by
two predictors, a high degree of urbanization
and a high percentage of minorities among the
population. When either or both of these pre-
dictors were present, the rate of violent crime
was found to be higher than the national
average.

Another benefit of the FBI study was the
determination of what were not predictors of
crime. Surprisingly, unemployment was not a
significant predictor of index crimes, a pro-
position not contradicted by relatively low cur-
rent national unemployment figures and rela-
tively high crime rates. Likewise, level of edu- -
cation did not predict crime, except in the in-
stance of murder. Where the percentage of the
adult population with at least 12 years of edu-
cation was higher, murder rates—but not those
of other crimes—were lower.

Other factors cannot be quantified as easily,
but are widely-respected by the criminal jus-
tice community for their influence on crime
rates. These include cultural conditions, such
as religious and recreational factors; strength
or perceived strength of law enforcement agen-
cies; attitudes of citizenry toward crime; and
crime reporting practices in the community.

Drugs and Crime

What may be the single greatest predictor of
criminal activity has been quantified recently,
however. The National Institute of Justice
(N1J) has concluded that drug usage, especial-
ly the use of two or more drugs, is the best
indicator of high-rate offenders, each of whom
may commit hundreds of crimes a year. The
Institute’s director maintains that multiple drug
use is a better predictor of repeat criminal be-
havior than even the suspect’s arrest record or
socioeconomic status.
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This conclusion was based on the results of a
12-city federal program in which men arrested
for serious crimes consented to a urinalysis to
detect any of 10 illegal drugs including co-
caine, heroin, marijuana, and amphetamines.
About 70 percent of the jailed criminal sus-
pects had used some form of illicit drug short-
ly before they were arrested. The results rang-
ed from 53 percent in Phoenix, Arizona, to 79
percent in New York City, where, the tests
show, cocaine use has doubled in the last three
years.

FBI authorities have spotted trends that sup-
port the NIJ’s findings. Nationwide, drug
abuse violations increased 30 percent from
1982 to 1986, and much of the increase in
crime is a function of the worsening drug
problem, especially widespread use of cocaine,
the drug having the most serious impact of the
U.S. crime rate in the opinion of the FBI.

Although it does not yet have the quantitative
means to completely substantiate its theory, the
FBI said it is seeing significantly more index
crimes in areas where increased arrests for
drug possession, sale, and use are recorded. In
addition, FBI authorities speculate that the al-
ready strong correlation between crime and
drug use shows no sign of immediate improve-
ment if a way to arrest the country’s drug
problem is not discovered soon.

Crime in the United States is pervasive. If we our-
selves have been spared victimization, then we pro-
bably can name neighbors and relatives who have
not been as fortunate. Alarming statistics tell the
all roo familiar story. Of the 91 million households
in the United States last year, one of every four
was touched by crime.

Based solely on reported crimes in this country last
year, a violent crime was recorded every 22 sec-
onds. A murder was committed every 27 minutes; a

rape every 6 minutes. Someone was robbed every
62 seconds, and there was an aggravated assault
every 38 seconds. Property crimes were even more
frequent. In 1987, there was a property crime com-
mitted every 3 seconds. Authorities recorded one
burglary every 10 seconds, and a larceny/theft
every 4 seconds. One motor vehicle was stolen
every 25 seconds, and there was one arson every 5
minutes. If unreported crimes were included, these
rates would be three times as frequent.

Pinning down criminal cause and effect is, at best,
difficult. Law enforcement personnel in the five
cities with dramatically increased crime last year
blame a variety of factors, from “crack” cocaine to
suffering economies. Personnel in the three cities
which saw sharp decreases in crime do not know
why the rates fell and hesitate to take the credit for
the reduction. On the national level, however, the
best evidence suggests that efforts to improve the
country’s drug problem stand a good chance of
lowering our soaring crime rates. Despite their lim-
ited resources, law enforcement agencies are mak-
ing some headway against drug smugglers and
those producing drugs in the United States. But we
must not be content to let them fight the battle un-
aided. As business leaders, we must implement
strict drug policies to do our part in checking the
drug problem. And as civic leaders, we also must
insist that our school systems and our local and
national governments step up their involvement in
the war against crime in a way that likely will pro-
duce results—by waging war on drugs.
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