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INTRODUCTION

Brearley's Homicide in the United States (1969 [1932]) can be considered the first
comprehensive academic research on homicides in the United States. This is a 200 book
dedicated to the subject. What strikes us is that the arguments seem to be fresh and relevant
still.! Reading this richly detailed book leaves the impression that what is lacking in homicide
research is not important new ideas, but simply reliable data (Tennenbaum, 1992:62).

Unfortunately, while we know much more today on homicides than Brearley knew, our
data are still weak and deficient. Surprisingly, even available datasets are not used as they
should be. The Supplemental Homicide Report (SHR) is an example of such an unused
dataset. The aim of this article is to describe this dataset and explain for what purposes it can
be used by homicide researchers. It is my opinion that currently it is the best comprehensive
national data base available. While it is far from being perfect, not to take advantage of the SHR
is a serious mistake.

The first part of this article describes shortly the history of the SHR, the second describes
the content of the SHR and the variables available, and the third discusses the validity of the
SHR. A short summary follows.

The History of the SHR

The SHR is part of the Uniform Crime Report (UCR) system. Therefore, it will be helpful
to discuss the UCR briefly before discussing the SHR. During the 1920's, the International
Association of Chiefs of Police (a non-profit organization of police chiefs) formed a committee
in an effort to promote and provide national crime statistics.” After evaluation of the practices
in police agencies, the committee (in 1929) developed the primary program that is the basis for
today's UCR. They chose seven crimes to serve as an index of crime in the U.S.A. These
offenses include murder and non-negligent manslaughter, forcible rape, robbery, aggravated
assault, larceny-theft, burglary, and motor vehicle theft (by congressional mandate, arson was
added in 1979, as the eighth crime). These historical roots are responsible for the fact that the
UCR program does not collect statistics on white-collar crimes, federal crimes, or even drug

As an example of the relevance of the book for today, we can look at his discussion of handguns. Brearley (1969
[1932]:68-77) compared the percentage and number of homicides in the U.S.A. to England, Australia and Japan (which
already had the lowest murder rate in 1923). From 1920 to 1926, 71.46 percent of homicides were committed with
firearms, and he quoted some scholars who warned that "the proportion of slaying in which firearms are used is
apparently increasing."”

2For more details about the Uniform Crime Report, see Akiyama and Rosenthal (1990) and Schneider and Wiersema
(1990).
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offenses. To avoid classification problems, the participating agencies are directed to use the
FBI's definitions of crime when completing reports and submitting data, rather than classifications
defined by local laws or custom.

The program began in 1930 with 400 participating law enforcement agencies, and today
over 16,000 agencies participate. The UCR collects data on the following general reporting
forms: ®
Offenses known to police (also known as "return A form"),

Property stolen and recovered,

Supplemental homicide report,

Age, sex, race, and ethnic origin of persons arrested, and
Police employees.

moowz

Since 1958, the UCR has been published annually as Crime in the United States. Since
the late sixties, the FBI has recorded the information on tapes. The data can be obtained directly
from the FBI through the user/system services section in the Criminal Justice Information
Services Division of the FBI (Tel: 202-234-5015). Since 1981, the Inter-University Consortium
for Political and Social Research (ICPSR) has processed the information and made it available
to the public in the National Archive of Criminal Justice Data.

Today, data from four of the five main reports are available through the ICPSR (at least
from 1976), and this will continue to be true in the future. The fifth (age, sex, race, and ethnic
origin of persons arrested) is not available now because of its size. Recently, a hew system,
National Incident-Based Reporting System (NIBRS), was developed. If NIBRS is implemented
successfully, all reports will be available in machine format.*

Law enforcement agencies that report criminal homicides on the basic Uniform Crime
Report forms are requested to submit a Supplemental Homicide Report (SHR) for each month
(Uniform Crime Report Hand Book, 1984:63). The SHR's are not submitted by agencies for
months in which no homicides were reported to police.

The form is incidents-oriented. For example, if more than one murder occurred during
the same incident, only one form will be filled out. Every record includes one event with details
on the victims and offenders (if known) including age, race, gender, weapon, circumstances and
relationship. The SHR system has been revised more than once over the years, so not every
statistic appears in all yearly reports. Until 1976, data were collected on victims only, but in 1976
the system was revised and data on offenders started to be collected (Riedel, 1990:178). In the
near future, NIBRS should influence the data collection method and add some important items
(such as the day of the week and the time of day), but it would not change the general structure
of the SHR.

3The UCR system collects data on other subjects, including law enforcement officers killed and assaulted, terrorist
activities, and more. However, the five forms mentioned are the core of the program.

“Right now (June 1993), some police agencies are trying out the NIBRS. The goal is to implement it in all police
agencies in the United State in the next few years. For more information on NIBRS, see Jarvis (1993 and elsewhere
in this volume), and Uniform Crime Reporting Section (1988,1992).
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The Content of the SHR

In general, the data available in the SHR can be divided into four types -- agency data,
incident data, victim data, and offender data. The agency data include data on the police agency
that reported on the homicide. Among other variables, it includes the agency name, state,
county, and SMSA. Two useful variables are group and population. The population variable
includes the number of people living within the police agency's jurisdiction. The information is
taken from the Census Bureau and updated each year. The group variable has information on
the type of the agency's jurisdiction.

The incident data include variables such as month, year, number of victims, and number
of offenders involved. Other administrative variables are also included.

The victim data include the age, race, and gender of each victim. The offender data also
include age, race, and gender. In addition, they include relationship, circumstances, and
weapon. "Relationship” is the relationship of the victim to the offender; "circumstances” is related
to the framework in which the homicide happened (during robbery, argument, and so on);
"weapon" indicates the type of weapon the offender used. Of course, data on the offender are
available only when the offender (or better, "suspect offender”) is known. This applies except
for the variable "weapon,” which usually can be determined without knowing the offender.

From this description alone it can be seen that the SHR has a lot of advantages. It allows
calculation of the rate of homicides, comparison between states and regions, investigation of
homicides patterns, and more, all this without using any additional sources. To show this
richness, Exhibit 1 includes all the possible values for the variables "group," "relationship,"
"weapon," and "circumstances.” The fact that data are available in a computerized format makes
it easy to use and manipulate.®

The Validity of the SHR

To test the validity of the SHR data, it would be helpful to break down the flow of the data
from the occurrence of the murder itself until it "registers” in the SHR and to make conjectures
about what might be wrong. This process can generally be divided into three parts concerning
the general validity of the SHR data.

1. Some homicides are not reported to the police at all.

2. It is possible that some data do not actually reach the FBI. Either the police
agency did not report them, or they disappeared somewhere between the local
agency and the FBI headquarters.

3. Homicides are reported to the police, but the details about the homicide are
incorrect. This can happen because of a simple mistake, or because not enough
evidence was available to the police at the time of the investigation.

%It would be an important project to improve the accessibility of the SHR to research by taking the data from the
FBI and transforming them into a more user friendly data set.
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Exhibit 1

Codes for the variables "group,” "relationship,” "circumstances"” and "weapon" in the
SHR.
Group
Code  Description
11 All Cities 1,000,000 or over
12 Cities between 500,000 and 999,999
13 Cities between 250,000 and 499,999
20 Cities between 100,000 and 249,999
30 Cities between 50,000 and 99,999
40 Cities between 25,000 and 49,000
50 Cities between 10,000 and 24,999
60 Cities between 2,500 and 9,999
70 Cities under 2,500
81 Non-MSA counties 100,000 or over
82 Non-MSA counties between 25,000 and 99,999
83 Non-MSA counties between 10,000 and 24,999
84 Non-MSA counties under 10,000
85 State police
91 MSA counties 100,000 or over
92 MSA counties between 25,000 and 99,999
93 MSA counties between 10,000 and 24,999
94 MSA counties under 10,000
95 State police

Relationship
Code Relationship
18 Acquaintance

01 Husband 19 Boyfriend

02 Wife 20 Girlfriend

03 Common-law husband 21 Ex-husband

04 Common-law wife 22 Ex-wife

05 Mother 23 Employee

06 Father 24  Employer

07 Son 25 Friend

08 Daughter 26 Homosexual relationship
09 Brother 27 Other - known to victim
10 Sister 28 Stranger

11 In-law 99 Cannot be determined

12 Stepfather

13 Stepmother
14 Stepson

15 Stepdaughter
16 Other family
17 Neighbor
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Exhibit 1 (continued)

Circumstances

Code Circumstances Total description

02 Rape

03 Robbery

05 Burglary

06 Larceny

07 Motor-vehicle theft

09 Arson

10 Prostitution Prostitution and commercialized vice
17 Other-sex offense

18 Narcotic drug laws

19 Gambling

26 Other-felony type Other felony type - not specified
32 Abortion

40 Love triangle

Child-killed-by-babysitter

Brawl-alcohol Brawl due to the influence of alcohol
Brawl-narcotics Brawl due to the influence of narcotics
Argument-money Argument over money or property

Other arguments
Gangland killings
Juvenile-gang killings
Institutional killings
Sniper attack

Hunting accident Victim shot in hunting accident
Gun cleaning Gun-cleaning death - other than self-inflicted
Children playing with gun

Other-gun-negligent  Other negligent handling of gun which results in death of another
Other manslaughter All other manslaughter by negligence except traffic deaths

Non-felony type Other non-felony type homicide

Suspected felony All suspected felony type

Justifiable-civilian Felon killed by private citizen

Justifiable-police Felon killed by police

Inappropriate (In the new classification, not really a type)

Unknown All instances where facts provided do not permit determination of

circumstances
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Exhibit 1 (continued)

Code Weapon

Weapon

Weapon: Full Definition

11 Firearm Firearm, type not stated. (Does not include mechanic's grease
gun or caulking gun.)

12 Handgun Handgun - pistol, revolver, etc.

13 Rifle Rifle

14 Shotgun Shotgun

15 Other-gun Other gun

20 Knife Knife or cutting instrument - includes ice pick, screwdriver, ax, etc.

30 Blunt object Blunt object - hammer, club, etc. Not hands and/or feet

40 Personal weapon Personal weapon - include beating by hands, feet, and/or other
body members or use of teeth.

50 Poison Does not include gas

55 Pushed Pushed or thrown out window

60 Explosive Explosive

65 Fire Fire

70 Narcotics Narcotics and drugs - includes sleeping pills.

75 Drowning Drowning

80 Strangulation Strangulation - hanging

85 Asphyxiation Include asphyxiation or death by gas

90 Other Type of weapon not designated or type unknown

Are Some Homicides Not Reported?

There have been, and always will be, criminals who successfully mask criminal homicides

as accidents or hide bodies forever. There is general agreement, however, that most homicides
find their way into a reporting system (Riedel, 1990:175; Blackman & Gardiner, 1986:1). As a
result, it seems that we can fairly conclude that this problem is insignificant.

Can Police Data Disappear Before Reaching the FBI?

Here there are two choices: First, some police agencies do not report to the SHR at all.
Second, some data can disappear between the police department and the FBI headquarters.

Three studies examine the agreement between the SHR and city police information with
respect to frequency and variable completeness (Zahn & Riedel, 1983; Riedel, Zahn & Mock,
1985; Riedel, 1987). Riedel (1990:181) summatrizes the agreement between records from seven
large cities and the SHR for the year 1978. The ratio between the total number of murder cases
as reported by police departments and the SHR was between 0.97 and 1.07. Riedel concluded
that in general the agreement is high, at least in the big cities.
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The agreement is even higher if we take into account that the changes happened in two
directions. That is, in three cases the city police records show fewer murders than the SHR, and
in four cases the SHR records show more murders than the city police. It is reasonable to
assume that these mistakes compensate for one another and the total number will be very close.
If we combine the records for all the cities (a calculation that was not made by Riedel), we find

that the SHR reported 1,202 cases while the city records reported 1,208. The total ratio is
therefore 99.5% (1202/1208), which makes the SHR an accurate measurement of total
homicides (at least in the big cities).

Riedel (1990: 205) compared numbers from four sources of homicide data, collected over

11 years (1968-1978): the Return A form, the SHR, FBI estimates,® and the National Center for

Health Statistics Data (NCHS).” Summarizing the results, he said that the ratio of the SHR to

the Return A form counts is very high (approximately 0.99), as is the ratio of the NCHS counts

to the FBI estimate (0.97). There is, however, a gap between the groups; the ratio between the

SHR and the FBI estimate is 0.89, with a range of 0.83-0.97. Riedel's data also show that the
correlation between the sources increased over time.

Overall, the problem stems from various sources. For example, in the year 1985 there
was a dispute between the FBI and the Chicago Police Department over the quality of the data
for the years 1984-1985 (Carolyn Block, personal communication, June 1993). As a result, the
FBI did not accept Chicago data and used their own estimates. In the SHR, however, we have
no data for Chicago for these years at all.® Technical problems like this are not rare, so the
estimation that the SHR includes around 90 percent of the total homicides reported to the police
seems to be reasonable.

Can Homicides Be Reported Incorrectly in the SHR?

In addition to the occurrence of the murder itself, there is a question as to the reliability
of other data, including race, gender, weapon, and so on. In general, the rule of thumb that is
reasonable and supported in research is that the more basic and clear the item, the more reliable
it is. Gender statistics are more accurate than race statistics, for example, and both are more
accurate than age statistics. When we come to relationship and circumstances, the reliability
goes down dramatically (Riedel, 1990:1987).

SUMMARY
The sympathetic review of the SHR done in the previous sections is in no way intended

to say that the SHR is the ideal data set for homicide research. There are known problems in
the SHR and actually in every data set dealing with homicides. For example, Rand (1992) tried

®Using a variety of statistical methods (See Schneider & Wiersema, 1990:44), the FBI imputes each year the

homicide number for law agencies that did not report, and calculates an estimate of the total number of homicides.

"The Vital Statistics Division of the NCHS is part of a nationwide collection of mortality data (see for details Riedel,
1990). The death registration system is operated according to the International Classification of Diseases (ICD), a
publication of the World Health Organization. Its main aim is to increase medical knowledge, and it is changed
approximately each ten years (the last change was in 1979).

8Editor's note: Chicago SHR data for 1984 and 1985 were collected and are maintained by the lllinois State Police,
with SHR data from all other collected years (1974 to the present).
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to match all the cases from the SHR to death certificates in the United States for one month, July
1986 (Rand, 1992, and elsewhere in this volume). While the agreement of the total number
(1,783 and 1,855) was good (96%), only around 67 percent matched in the basic details (age,
race, gender, weapon, relationship).” Rand could find no clear explanation for this huge
discrepancy.

The SHR is especially useful when we are looking for general trends in the data or trying
to answer other questions related to the general pattern of homicides. Figure 1 can be used as
an example. It describes the total number of homicide victims between the ages 12 and 18 in
the years 1976 to 1990. As can be seen, after 1984 we see a rise in this number. This kind of
investigation is simply unavailable without a national data set that includes the victim’'s age. If
the aim is to investigate the homicide in a specific city, or specific type, the SHR by itself is not
the best solution, but it can always be used in addition to other sources.

Figure 1

Homicide victims between age 12 and age 18
__For1976-1990, accordingto the SHR

2000 —— — —— s

° 0
1976 1977 1978 1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1958 1987 1988 1989 1990

Overall, it is fair to say that the SHR is the richest national data set available today on
homicides. For many purposes, it is the only one (Tennenbaum, 1993:94). Awareness of the
limitations and advantages of it, combined with careful use, can result in important and insightful
new knowledge.

°This disagreement between police records and death certificates is not unique to the United States. This
discrepancy appears also in Canada (around 15 percent difference!!), even though the total number of homicides in
Canada is around 600-700 a year (Hung, 1987). In all of Australia, there were only 306 incidents of homicide (830
victims) for the two years 1989-1990 (Strang, 1991:6). In only 33 cases had no offender been identified (at the time
of data collection). Despite this small number, even in Australia there is a large difference between these two sources.
In one jurisdiction, police even maintain two different recording systems, as operational police officers are so dissatisfied
with the reliability of the official system (Strang, 1992).
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