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Handout No. 9
Purpose of victim surveys
(Excerpt of the UNODC Manual on Victimization Surveys, 2010, pp 4-5)
23. The nature, degree and consequences of criminal activity, as well as people’s perceptions of their safety, are issues that influence directly and indirectly the quality of people’s lives. Crime can take many forms and can have a major influence on the well being of victims, their families, friends and the wider community. Those most directly affected may suffer financially, physically, psychologically and emotionally, while the fear of crime itself can affect people and restrict their lives in many ways. Crime also can result in significant economic costs such as the provision of law enforcement services and corrective services as well as costs to businesses and households either as a consequence of crime or implementation of preventative measures.
27. National crime victimization surveys provide a valuable source of information to policy makers and can be used to understand the level and nature of both personal and household crime, as well as people’s perceptions of safety in the community and their confidence in law enforcement agencies. Both actual and perceived risks of crime can be indicators of community well-being.

28. Surveys can cover a range of incidences and experiences not all of which may be actual crimes according to the law, or as recognized by criminal justice agencies as being within their area of responsibility.We use the term crime to encapsulate the focus of a survey of crime victims but in some cases the term can be understood to cover a wider range of events. Administrative sources, such as the statistics obtained from the police or courts, will only measure incidents which are brought to the attention of the authorities and which are subject to their influence. Hence, a victimization survey can identify experiences which would not normally be identified through those administrative sources.

29. Depending on the budget availability a range of questions can be answered from a survey of this type such as:

• How much crime is there and what are its characteristics?

• What are the characteristics of victims and perpetrators?

• Has the level of crime changed over time?

• What are the risks of becoming a victim?

• Have perceptions of safety changed over time?

• How much crime is reported to authorities and if it is not, why not?

• Are crime prevention policies working?

• Is there a relationship between fear of crime and actual levels of crime?

• What is the impact on vulnerable groups in the community such as migrants, indigenous people, the elderly or those with a mental illness?
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