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Estimating Sexual Victimisation
in a National Crime Survey:
A New Approach

By ANDREW PERCY AND PAT MAYHEW

ABSTRACT

Estimating the level of sexual victimisation is problematic. Crimes
recorded by the police routinely undercount sexual offences,
principally because few victims report them to the police. Crime
{or victimisation) surveys in principle promise a more complete
count, but in practice survey measures have left much to be
desired. The British Crime Survey (BCS) has covered sexual
victimisation in all its sweeps, using fairly conventional tech-
niques. To try and improve measurement, an innovative self-
completion componentwas introduced in the 1994 BCS in which
women used computers to read and answer questions. This paper
reports on the results, including those {rom an unusual question
in the new componentabout the moral judgements women made
about the sexual incidents they reported in the interview. Also
described are the approaches to measurementadopted in the US
National Crime Victimisation Survey (NCVS) beflore and after its
redesign, the influential Canadian Violence against Women Sur-
vey (VAWS), and the first Islington Crime Survey (ICS), a local
UK survey against which the BCS is often compared. The chief
emphasis is on the wide range in estimates. The concluding
section pulls together some measurement issues. (Studies on Crime
and Crime Prevention Vol. 6 No. 2 1997. National Council for Crime
Prevention).

Keywords: Sexual victimisation of women, crime surveys, victimisa-

tion surveys, prevalence estimation, measurement error, Compu-
ter Assisted Self Interview (CASI).

Researchers have two main problemsin
measuring sexual victimisation. The first
is agreeing what it comprises; the sec-
ond isobtaining reliable measures. This
article starts by exploring these prob-
lems a little. It then discusses the ap-
proach taken to measuring sexual vic-
timisation in the British Crime Survey

(BCS), and reports on a new innovative
self-completion component, usedin the
1994 BCS, in which women used com-
puters to read and answer questions.
The results from this are presented in-
cluding those from a question which
asked women whether they felt the most
serious sexual incident they had experi-
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enced was a “crime for which someone
should be punished”. We then describe
the approach to measurement adopted
in the US National Crime Victimisation
Survey (NCVS) before and after its re-
design, the influential Canadian Vio-
lence against Women Survey (VAWS),
and the first Islington Crime Survey
(ICS), a local UK survey against which
the BCS is ofien compared. The chief
emphasis is on the variation in methods
adopted and the resulting wide range
in estimates,

There is obvious potential in measur-
ing sexual victimisation through crime
surveys because of the limitations of
police figures. First, many victims sim-
ply do not report their experiences to
the police. We know that many con-
sider what happened not serious
enough, or regard it a private matter
(Gartner & Macmillan, 1995), But non-
reporting may also reflect embarrass-
ment, self-blame, or fear of not being
believed. Some victims may also wish to
avoid the trauma of official action, or
fear intimidation by the offender. Sec-
ondly, there is a substantial attrition
between offences reported to the police
and those recorded by them. (One can
leave aside here the additional attrition
between recorded incidents and those
which get to court.) Thus, for instance,
Grace ef al. (1992), in one UK study,
estimated that 24% of rapes initially
recorded by the police were *no-crimed’
afteramonth (i.e., removed from crime
figures}. The reasons for ‘no-criming’
are less important from a measurement
viewpoint than the fact that it occurs.
Thirdly, changes in recording practices
can affect comparisons over time which
is unfortunate as trends in sexual crime
attract much attention. In England and
Wales, for instance, a circular issued to
the police in 1986 tightened the crite-
ria under which reported sexual inci-
dents could be ‘no-crimed’. A study by
Smith (1989a) in two London boroughs

found that while the number of reported
rapesdecreased during the period 1986-
1989, the number recorded by the police
increased.

In principal, crime surveys offer a
way forward in measuring sexual vic-
timisation by taking account of peo-
ple’s experiences, whether reported to
the police or not. In practice, how-
ever, the reliability of survey measure-
ment has stood in doubt - though this
has rarely stopped researchers proceed-
ing anyway. Koss, for instance, sees rape
as “one of the most comprehensively
studied of criminal victimisations”
(Koss, 1996G: 55). And in large-scale na-
tional surveys, concern about severe
measurement failure has typically been
outweighed by the ‘political incor-
rectness’ of ignoring sexual victimisa-
tion.

The initial problem for crime surveys
is what stands as relevant sexual victimi-
sation. Many ‘consumers’ of survey in-
formation may well expecttheincidents
counted to meetlegal criteria of ‘crime’.
Researchers, though, have acknowl-
edged that legal and social definitions
of sexual victimisations are not always
the same, and have cast the net wider -
in particular to include sexual harass-
ment. The harassment incidents re-
ported will typically fail to meet the
criteria of a criminal offence, although
they can be unpleasant, if not frighten-
ing. Moreover, many see sexual harass-
ment as implicated in explaining wom-
en’s fear of crime (e.g., Junger, 1987;
Stanko, 1987; Painter, 1992; Hough,
1995; and Johnson & Stacco, 1995).
Local crime surveys have typically in-
cluded questions on sexual harassment
while the academic perception is that
‘macro-level, quantitative’ surveys have
not.! Procedures and questions have
differed. Sometimes, harassment ques-
tions (varying in number) stand along-
side others which aim to tap more un-
equivocally criminalincidents. Atworst,
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harassmentand ‘criminal’ questionsare
merged into one-with the obvious dan-
ger of over-inclusivity.

Sexual harassment apart, many sur-
veys have tried to count criminal inci-
dents-even if they have little choice but
to apply a more nominal definition of
crime: i.e., incidents which by the letter
of the law could be punished, regard-
less of their severity, or perhaps the
value of doing so. The means of achiev-
ing a ‘legal’ count have varied, but fall
broadly into two types. The first is to
accept as evidence of criminal sexual
victimisation affirmative answers Lo
‘screener’ (or prompt) questions in
which legal terms such as ‘rape’ or
‘sexual assault’ are included. The chiel
difficulty here is that respondents’ defi-
nitions may not accord with legal ones,
and women may be reluctant to apply
legal labels. (In a qualitative study of
rape victims, Kelly (1988) found them
very unclear aboutwhat sexual offences
were in law, with most accepting legal
labels only for stereotypical offences -
rape by strangers for instance.) The
second broad approach is Lo use
screener questions which describe be-
haviours which broadly match current

legal definitions of rape, attempted rape
and indecent assauit. The general con-
sensus is that multiple screener ques-
tions of this sort are best (e.g., Koss,
1996; Smith, 1994). This ‘behavioural’
approach appears sensible insofar as it
may capture a broader range of inci-
dents. But it also poses problems - as
will be seen. In both approaches, an-
swers are sometimes followed by addi-
tional ones to probe what happened in
order to firm up classification. Often
they are not.

The form of screener questions has
differed considerably, as have other in-
terviewing techniques - for instance,
whether show {or ‘cue’) cards are used,
whetheranswersare self-completed, and
whether female or specially trained in-
terviewers are used. What is abundantly
clear, though, is that the initial
‘screeners’ for sexual victimisation are
of critical importance. Koss (1993) re-
viewed twenty studies of rape preva-
lence showing very wide differences in
estimates, in large part due to different
screening questions. The volatility of
measurement is also illustrated in the
BCS where a change to the inital
‘screening’ question between the 1982

1. The 1984, 1994 and 1996 sweeps of the BCS have carried questions on
sexual harassment (as well as women's experience of obscene tel-
ephone calls (see, e.g., Buck ctal,, 1995)). The 1994 BCS questions
were not placed within the new self-completion component. Nearly
4,000 women (half the female sample) were asked whether, during
the last year, when they were out, they had ever been annoyed, upset
or frightened by a man doing any of [ive things: “following you on
foot; following you by car or kerb crawling; indecently exposing
themselves; making abusive and sexually offensive comments; or
propositioning you in the street for sex”. Overall, 18% of women
experienced some form of sexual harassment in 1993 at least once.
The most common was abusive or sexually offensive comments
{11%). For some groups figures were high. For example, 44% of
women under 30 in inner cities had experienced one or more
harassment incident in the last year. Repeated sexual harassment
was relatively common; 7% of women had been sexually harassed
three or more times in the same manner and 7% had experienced
more than one form of sexual harassment at least once. For those under
30 living in inner cities the respective figures were 19% and 22%.
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and 1984 sweeps doubled affirmative
responses. Changes in the NCVS also
affected risk estimates considerably, as
will be discussed below.

Whichever of the two main ap-
proachesis taken to capture sexual inci-
dents, there is considerable doubtas to
whether the number of affirmative an-
swers about sexual victimisation repre-
sents anything like a reliable count.
Criticisms of conventional survey ap-
proaches to measuring sexual victimi-
sation abound. Errors which apply gen-
erally to measuring victimisation also
apply to sexual victimisation of course -
the principle ones being sampling er-
ror, memory problems, the tendency to
pull forward relevant incidents in time
(‘forward telescoping’), and ‘routine’
non-response owing to concerns about
the validity of the survey, lack of time,
or simply not being able to contact the
respondentatall. Standard procedures
have been developed o minimise the
problems, but it is difficult to eradicate
them (e.g., Aye Maung, 1995).

Other survey errors are much more
pertinent as far as measuring sexual
victimisation is concerned. For one,
sampling frames in larger surveys ex-
clude potentially higher-risk women
who are homeless, in refuges or other
non-household accommodation. Sec-
ondly, even if theyare effective respond-
ents to other parts of a crime survey,
some people may be extremely reluc-
tant to give honest answers about sexual
viclimisation, or give any answer at all
to unknown interviewers. They may
feel embarrassed about questions of a
sexual nature. Some may be reluctant
to answer because someone at home
may find out about what they are saying
or the perpetrator even may be present.
(Privacy is often hard to guarantee in
an interview sitnation.) And as already
mentioned, there are inherent prob-
lems as to whether, especially in the
context of a ‘crime’ survey, respond-

ents will mention incidents they are
reluctant to label criminal, and whether
incidents being sought in surveys ac-
cord with respondents’ subjective
understandings of sexual victimisation,

This is the crux of the conceptual
concerns most evident in feminist criti-
cisms of survey research. The gist of
them is that a survey approach creates a
distorted and reductionist picture of
the social reality of women. Thus, pre-
structured survey questionnaires impose
predetermined, masculine and sexist
knowledge structures on research in-
formation (Stanley & Wise, 1983). Or,
survey interviews perpetuate the gen-
eral oppression of women through the
hierarchical researcher/respondentre-
lationship (Oakley, 1987). Women are
seen as having little power to alter the
interview process, but instead are ex-
ploited by researchers who strip behav-
iour of its social context and meaning.
The subjective values of respondents,
and their interpretation of events, are
bypassed.

The methodological implication of
this feminist perspective, in its strong-
est form, is thatonly a qualitative (or so-
called constructivist) approach to un-
derstanding sexual victimisation is
worthwhile, even if samples are small
and unrepresentative - e.g., based on
groups of interest (such as women in
refuges), convenience sampling (e.g.,
of students), or networking. A rather
more moderate feminist position is that
larger-scale sample surveys have a place
in providing estimates of the nature
and distribution of risk across the fe-
male population. For instance, Morris
and Gelsthorpe (1991) acknowledge
that survey research can provide "cru-
cial background information for femi-
nists, as for other researchers’’, while
Walklate (1990) proposes that differ-
ent techniques (including both survey
and ethnographic methodologies) are used
to "unwrap the layers of social reality”.
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THE BRITISH CRIME SURVLEY

The BCS is a stratified household survey,
conducted on six occasions so far - the
first in 1982, the last in 1996. In the 1994
survey (the focus here), a representative
‘core’ sample of the 15,000 people aged
16 and above living in private households
were interviewed face-to-face using Com-
puter Assisted Personal Interviewing
(CAPI1) methods. Rather more than half
were women. The response rate was 77%.
Although male sexual victimisation is
clearly a legitimate concern, the BCS has
confined its questioning to women since
field tests showed evident unwillingness
on the part of men to answer sexual
victimisation questionsatall, or take them
seriously. There was also some interviewer
resistance. Rather than produce figures
of clear unreliability, a better course
seemed to be to omit men altogether.
Those conducting the BCS have al-
ways felt its conventional procedures
produce unreliable estimates of the level
of sexual victimisation meeting a crimi-
nal definition (e.g., Mayhew et al.,
1989). Indeed, although the questions
are still asked, no estimates have been
published since those for 1987 from the
1988 sweep. For what itis worth. In the
1994 sweep, the BCS suggested that for
every 100 women there were 0.88 inci-
dents ol rape, attempted rape and inde-
cent assault in 1993.7 Aggregating for
England and Wales, there were an esti-

mated 190,000 sexual offences in 1993,
The equivalent number of rapes and
indecent sexual assaults against women
over 15 recorded by the police wasabout
12,000 - some fifteen times lower than
the BCS estimate.”

The standard approach taken in the
BCS is to ask women an initial ‘screener’
question aboutsexual victimisation, avoid-
ing legal terminology. This question is
preceded by ones on physical assaults
and threats, both of which can produce
incidents eventually classified assexual in
nature (see below).! All positive replies
are followed up in a Victim Form, elicit-
ing codeable details of what happened,
and a general description ol the incident
by the interviewer based on the victim's
account. On the basis of these, an offence
classification is given (or withheld). The
main problem with the BCS approach is
perhaps less the wording of the initial
screening question, than the fact that
under-reporting to interviewers is highly
likely, for reasons already discussed.

THE 1994 BCS SELF-COMPLETION
SEXUAL VICTIMISATION COMPONENT

An innovative sell-completion sexual
victimisation was developed in the 1994
BCS to try and improve measurement.
This employed Computer Assisted Selfl
Interview (CASI), in which the lap-top
computers used by interviewers for the

2. The figures here exclude sexual threats which are not usually in-

cluded in BCS counts.

3. Based on extrapolations from the age-sex profile of sexual offences
recorded by the police in England and Wales between 1990 and 1994

(Watson, 1996},

4. The Screener question, given on a showcard, is: “Since the first of
January 1993, have you been sexually interfered with, assaulted or
attacked, either by someone you know or by a stranger?”. The two
preceding (assault and threats) screeners were (a) “Since..... has
anyone including people you know well, deliberately hit you with
their fists or with a weapon of any sort, or kicked you, or used force
or violence on you on any other way?™; and (b) “Since ..., has anyone
threatened o damage things of yours or threatened to use force or
violence on you in any way that actually frightened you?”.
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main interview were passed to respond-
ents to use after a brief computer-driven
introduction and practice. CASI was
used on three occasions in the 1994
BCS, in relation to: sexual victimisation
(women only); being offered and buying
stolen goods; and drug misuse. Self-key-
ing is still a relatively underused proce-
dure, with the main precedents in ‘diary
keeping’ and television audience ratings.

Self-completion maintains the ben-
efitsofa CAPlapproach: e.g.,improved
data quality through elimination of rout-
ing errors and unanswered questions
(Lynn & Purdon, 1994; Martin et al.,
1993). But a key question is whether
CASlimprovesvalidity of measurement,
and il so, how. There is good reason to
think that CASI provides a more anony-
mous and confidential mode, atleast as
much as pen and paper self-comple-
tion. Respondents do not have to inter-
actwith interviewers (who may be male),
and can assimilate questions at their
own pace. There also seems to be some
additional ‘computer’ or ‘black box’
effect. Evidence from other studies is in
short supply and results not always con-
sistent. Butvan Bastelaar (1988) showed
that respondents questioned by inter-
viewers using computers thought their
answers were more confidendal, and
this mightwell also apply to seif-keying.
In a comparison, too, of pen and paper
self-completion and self-keying, the lat-
ter produced significantly higher re-
sponses on drug abuse and sexual be-
haviour, though not income (O'Reilly
et al., 1994). The strongest evidence,
though, that data quality is enhanced
with self- keying comes from the 1994
BCS itself in relation to drug misuse. In
the 1992 survey, identical questions were
given in a pen and paper self-comple-

tion form as in the computer self-com-
pletion in 1994. Admission rates in-
creased appreciably among both
younger and older respondents (Ram-
say & Percy, 1996). For instance, 20%
admitted to having taken cannabis at
some time in 1994, as against 13% in
1992; foramphetamines, the figures were
8% and 4%. Itis unlikely that these differ-
ences can be attributed to an increase in
drug misuse over the two years; rather,
the higher misuse admissions in 1994
seems due in part to a ‘black box’ effect’,
and in part to more complete responses
(see Mayhew, 1995, for more detail).

For the sexual victimisation self-com-
pletion component, 5,332 women aged
16-59 were asked to complete the ques-
tions. (Unfamiliarity with computers
among women aged 60 or more was felt
to be a problem.) Of these, 3% refused
and a further 9% required the assist-
ance of the interviewer, To ensure or
stringent a test as possible, women who
were helped are excluded from subse-
quent analysis, leaving 4,726 women.
Refusals and requests for assistance in-
creased with age. This may be due to
poorer computer literacy, although eye-
sight problems were also more promi-
nentamong older respondents. Among
women under 30, 2% refused the self-
completion, and 6% required help; for
those aged 50-59, 5% refused and 12%
required help. Admission levels for
those helped are given later.

Content of the self-completion comfpronent

There were two main sections in the
sell-completion section. The {irst asked
women a short series of cue questions
about their experiences of particular
sexual incidents since age 16.” The sec-

5. The term ‘cue’ questions is used here to minimise confusion with the
conventional BCS ‘screener’ questions - though the cue questions

are essentially screeners.
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ond section gave a series of follow-up
questions to women who reported one
or more incidents at the cue questions.
In order to keep the computer exercise
manageable for respondents, the fol-
low-up questions asked about the most
serious incidentexperienced. This pro-
cedure was chosen in preference to ask-
ing about the ‘last’ or a random inci-
dent since it is likely that women will
stillreporton the mostsalientor memo-
rable incident, even if guided to think
about what happened most recently.
Moreover, we were particularly inter-
ested in more serious incidents.

The cue questions are shown below.
Each was followed by a question asking
whether it had happened in the last
year, and if so, whether this was once or
more than once.

Coercive sex: Since you were 16 has any-
one, either a stranger or someone you
know, ever forced you to have sex against
your will?

Attempted coercion: (Apart from this/
these incidents) Since you were 16 has
anyone, either a stranger or someone you
know, ever ATTEMPTED lo force you to
have sex against your will?

Unwanted sexual contact (Apart from
this/these incidents) Since you were 16
has anyone, either a stranger or someone
you know, ever touched you or grabbed
you in a sexual way against your will?

Two [eatures are worth noting. First,
the behavioural descriptions were con-
structed to match current legal defini-

tions of rape, attempted rape and inde-
cent assault. Secondly, the cue ques-
tions are meant to be self-exclusive. For
instance, an incidentinvolving attempted
coercive sex was not meant to be men-
tioned if it has already been reported as
(completed) coerced sex. How far women
heeded theinstruction not toreportagain
on incidents already mentioned in a pre-
vious cue question is not known,

It is possible to construct four dis-
tinct measures of the prevalence of
sexual victimisation from the 1994 BCS.
The first two, and the last two, are not
independent of each other.

a. The screener measure. This is based on
affirmative replies to the single conven-
tional BCS sexual screener question.
The period is the last 13-15 months.

b. The Victim Form measure. Incidents
disclosed at all the screener ques-
tions were followed up in Victim
Forms on the basis of which an ol-
fence classification is given, or with-
held, following rules laid down for
the police.® Classification as a sexual
incident does not depend on the
precise screener which led o the
Victim Form.

c. The self-completion cue questions.
The third measure comes from the
cue questions in the new sell-com-
pletion component. As described,
these asked respondents to match
incidents to three given descriptions.
They provide a measure of risk both
as ‘last year’ and since the age of 16.

d. The self-completion follow-up ques-
tions. The {inal measure isrestricted
to the follow-up questions asked ol

6. Five Victim Forms were allowed per respondent. Discrete incidents
reported atscreeners led to a Victim Form each. But where screeners
answers referred to a series of related incidents, Victim Form infor-
mation was collected on the last of the series incident that had
occured (see White & Malbon, 1995, for more details). Series inci-
dents are those which happened in similar circumstances and were
probably committed by the same person.
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TABLE 1. Comparison of ‘last year’ sexual victimisation frrevalence estimates (1994 BCS)

Self-completion Victim Form
cue questions estimates!'
% victimised once or more
Coerced sex 1.9 Rape 0.1
Attempted coerced sex 1.8 Attempied rape 0.1
Unwanted sexual contact 5.7 Indecent assault 0.5
Any of these 7.5 Any of these® 0.7

1. Percentage victimised once or more over full BCS recall period of just less than 14 months

on average. Women aged 16-59 only.

2. 1994 BCS, weighted data (women aged 16-59 only).

women who had answered affirma-
tively at the cue questions. The fol-
low-up questions asked them to de-
fine their most serious experiences
on a continuum from rape to behav-
iour which they found offensive.

RESULTS

Conventional BCS sexual screener {a)
and Victim Form estimales (b)

At the sexual screener question, some
0.7% of women answered allirmatively,
mentioning one or more incidents. On
the basis of Victim Form information,
0.5% of women were classified as vic-
tims ol sexual incidents, including
sexual threats. (These are what are
termed here as ‘prevalence’ rates (%
victimised once or more); ‘incidence’
rates measure the number of incidents
against a given set of respondents, tak-
ing account of multiple victimisation.)
The majority of incidents classified as
sexual in nature emanated from affirma-
tive answers to the sexual screener, but
a quarter came from the assaults and
threats screeners. Affirmative answers
at the sexual screener referred to inci-
dents outside the scope of the survey's
count of crime in 4% of cases, and to
another offence classification in 20%
(usually non-sexual assault).

Setf-comfletion cue questions (c)
and Victim Form estimates (b)

Table 1 compares ‘last year’ prevalence
figures from the self-completion cue
questions with those from the Victim
Form, where the coverage is restricted
to 16-59 year olds. The cue questions
produced an overall prevalence rate
(7.5%) over ten times higher than Vic-
tim Form estimates of 0.7% for 16-59
year olds. There is no way of saying how
many of the incidents reported at the
self-completion cue questions would
have met the criteria of offences ap-
plied in the Victim Form. Butan appre-
ciable increase in admissions is evident.
Another perspective on the produc-
tivity of the self-completion cue ques-
tionsis to see what proportion ofwomen
who answered affirmatively also de-
scribed an incident at the victim form
stage which was classified as a sexual
assault. The proportions were relatively
small. Only 5% of those who reported
coerced sex at the sell-completion cue
questions had Victim Forms related to
sexual offences. For attempted coer-
cion and unwanted sexual contact, the
figures were 5% and 3% respectively.
For the 9% of women who were
helped by the interviewer (excluded
from the main analysis as mentioned
earlier), affirmative responses to the
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TABLE 2. Prevalence estimates since age 16 (1994 BCS self-completion component)

Sell-completion
cue questions

Self-completion
follow-up questions

9, victimised once or more

Coerced sex 6.3 Rape 2.2
Attempted coerced sex 6.4 Attempied rape 2,2
Unwanted sexual contact 16.2 Indecent assaunlt 3.4
Offensive behaviour 9.1
Gther 3.1
Any of these 21.5 20.0

1. 1.5% of women answering affirmatively at the cue questions were not asked the ‘most
serious’ questions, as they had already completed Victim Forms.
2. 1994 BCS, weighted data, seli-completion component. Women aged 16-59 only.

cue questions were slightly lower. For
instance, 18.5% mentioned one or more
ofthe three types ofincidents, asagainst
21.6% for those not requiring help.
This result is returned to in the con-
cluding section.

Self-completion cue questions (c) and
Sfollow-up questions (d)

For thiscomparison, one needs to swilch
to alonger term focus, comparing those
who answered affirmatively at the cue
questions about incidents since they
were 16, with those who described the
‘most serious’ incident they had ever
experienced.” The options offered for
the most serious incident were that it
was: an indecent assault, an attempted
rape, rape, behaviour which [youl
found offensive; or none of these (ie,
something clse). Table 2 shows results.

A point of interest in Table 2 is the
apparent lack of concordance between
replies to the cue questions and those

to the follow-up questions. Thus, 6% of
women admitted to having being forced
at least once since they were 16 into sex
against their will (‘coerced sex’), an
indicator of rape. Yet only 2.2% de-
scribed the most serious incident they
had experienced as ‘rape’.

Table 3 explores this lack of concord-
ance [urther. It looks at the descrip-
tions given of the most serious inci-
dents experienced by those who admit-
ted at the cue questions to only having
experienced coerced sex, or only at-
tempted coerced sex, or only unwanted
sexual contact. For example, only 34%
of those who reported only coerced sex
at the cue question applied arape label
to their most serious incident, while only
95% of those who reported only attempted
coerced sex said their most serious sexual
experience was an aitempted rape.

This needs some untangling. Itis not
known why particular incidents were
judged the most serious, so one possi-
bility is that some women who experi-

7. The switch between “since 16" in the cue questions and “ever” in the
follow-up ones was inadvertent. “Ever” was meant to mean ‘ever
since 16', but may well have been interpreted literally. For simplicity,
‘most serious’ incidents are described here as having occurred

since age 16.
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TABLE 3. Concordance between cue questions and descriptions at follow-uf questions

% in follow-up questions describing what happened in ‘most serious’ incidents as:

Rape Atempted Indecent  Offensive  Other
rape assault behaviour  behaviour
Cue questions: only mentioned
Coerced sex 34 19 19 21 17
Artempted coerced sex 6 25 16 41 Il
Unwanted sexual contact 2 3 17 62 17

Notes:

1. 1994 BCS, weighted data, self-completion component, Women aged 16-59 only.

TABLE 4. ‘Lastyear’levels of sexual victimisation: 1994 BCS self-completion cue questions
16-19 2029  30-39 4049  50-59 Al
% victimised once or more in the last year
Coerced sex 1.7 2.5 1.7 1.6 1.7 1.9
Attempted coerced sex 4.6 4.3 2.6 2.4 2.4 3.1
Unwanted sexual contact 12.0 7.2 4.7 4.1 4.1 5.7

1. 1994 BCS, weighted data, sell-completion component. Women aged 16-59 only.

enced more than one incident may
have selected the lesser one in law be-
cause of its particular nature and cir-
cumstances, Another possibility is that
women were reluctant to apply crimi-
nal labels to behaviour which appears
to merit them, especially when the of-
fender is known. The status of rape in
marriage could be particularly misun-
derstood, as this became a criminal of-
fence in England and Wales only in
1994. But even outside marriage, inci-
dents in which women were forced to
have sex against their will, or an at-
tempt at this was made, may fall short of
behaviour which conforms to classic
stereotypes of rapes which happen in
the dark, in a public place, involving
strangers. Some women, too, may have
answered affirmatively to the cue ques-
tions when thinking of psychological
pressure on them to have sex - pressure
which they were then reluctant to label
rape or attempted rape. (Bearin mind,
here, that many women may be used to
offering what Kelly (1987) calls ‘altruis-

tic’ sex —i.e. prepared to have sex when
they did not want it. Finally, as the
screener questions refer to experiences
since age 16, and the follow-up ques-
tions refer to incidents ever experi-
enced, it is also possible that some inci-
dents of rape, attempted rape and un-
wanted sexual contact that occurred in
childhood were reported at this stage.

Patterns of sexual victimisation

As the focus of this article is on meas-
urement issues, the main emphasis in
looking at patterns of sexual victimisa-
tion is put on age-related differences,
and on whether some basic correlates
of risk vary by type of offence. As the
BCS collects information about re-
spondents’ current characteristics, risk
analysis is best focussed on recent inci-
dents (ie, those happening within the
lastyear). Itisimpossible to say whether
there are differences between women
in their sensitivity to sexual transgres-
sions and in their subjective interpreta-
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tion of the behaviours described in the
cue questions. Any such differences will
impinge on the extent to which women
‘define in’ sexual experiences in re-
sponse to the cue questions, and will
thus influence the pattern of risk ob-
served.

Younger women reported higher lev-
els of attempted coercive sex and un-
wanted sexual contact {Table 4). Risks
of coerced sex did not vary as much by
age. This is not in line with other re-
search (e.g. Harlow, 1991).* The rea-
sons why younger women face higher
risks of attempted coerced sex and un-
wanted sexual contact can only be con-
jectured. It may be, for instance, that
younger women are exposed to more
coercive incidents, but have better so-
cially learned techniques for defusing
the situation, thereby converting (as it
were) potentially completed incidents
into attempts. Younger women, too,
might ‘define’ more of their experi-
ences into the cue questions, applying
different thresholds in a way that does
not seem to occur for coerced sex. That
theyare more apparenttargets and face
more exposure to risk because of their
patterns of social activity is plausible
too, since fewer attempted rapes and
indecent assaults as will be seen took
place at home, and involved partners.®

In looking at other risk differentials,
it should be borne in mind that risk

factors overlap (e.g. private renters will
be more likely to live in flats.) The
picture was generally similar forall three
forms of sexual victimisation (Table 5),
and is broadlyin line with what we know
about crime risk patterns in general.
Thus, at highest risk were women in
inner cities, who lived in rented accom-
modation, in flats, and on lower house-
hold incomes. For attempted coerced
sex and unwanted sexual contact, sin-
gle women, and those separated and
divorced were at greater risk, with wid-
owed women at greater risk than those
with current partners. For coerced sex,
widows were at highest risk. There were
116 in the sample a number which is
too smal for drawing firm conclusions.

Mudtiple victimisation

Multiple victimisation was common over
the last year. The majority of those who
answered affirmatively at the three cue
questions said they had been subject to
more than one incident. For instance,
three-quarters who admitted to coerced
sex said it had happened more than
once. Neither was multiple victimisa-
tion offence specific. One in twenty
women had experiend coerced sex, at-
tempted coerced sex, and unwanted
sexual contact. Over one in ten had
experienced two of the three types of
incident.

8. Because the cue questions did not ask for details of who was involved,
itis not possible to say whether risks from different types of offenders
varied by age of victim. In the follow-up questions on most serious
incidents there was no strong discernible pattern between younger
and older women in their relationship to the offender. For instance,
40% of those under 30 reporting rape as their most serious incident
said a partner or ex-partner was involved, as against 41% of those
aged 30-39, and 34% of those older. Rather more women over 40
mentioned relatives and close friends, although numbers are small.

9. Rather more women over 40 mentioned relatives and close friends,

although numbers are small.
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TABLE 5. Socio-demographic differences in risk: 1994 BCS sexual viclimisation self-

completion component

Coerced sex Attempted  Unwanted sexual
coerced sex contact

% victimised once or more in the last year

Inner city 3.0 3.3 7.7
Non-inner city 1.7 1.5 5.3
Private renter 3.5 3.7 9.4
Council renter 3.3 4.0 6.8
Home owner 1.3 1.0 4.8
Flat/other 29 6.0 8.8
House 1.7 1.5 5.3
Non-manual household head 2.0 2.0 6.3
Manual household head 1.8 1.7 5.0
Houschold income <£10,000 3.2 3.6 7.1
Houschold income £10,000 + 1.5 1.3 5.3
Single 2.4 2.8 10.4
Separated/ divorced 3.6 3.9 8.4
Widowed 4.8 2.2 7.9
Married/living as married 1.4 1.2 3.6

1. 1994 BCS, weighted data, scif-completion component. Women aged 16-59 only.

NATURE OF THE MOST SERIOUS
INCIDENTS

The follow-up questions tapped some
details of what happened, but since
these related to the most serious inci-
dents they may well give a skewed pic-
ture about the generality of sexual
victimisations. The details below refer
to a group of incidents of which 11%
were described as rape, 11% as at-
tempted rape, 17% asindecentassaults,
46% as offensive behaviour, and 16% as
‘other’ incidents,

The offenders

Offenderswell known to the victim were
involved in 58% of incidenis described
as rape either partners (28% of all inci-
dents), ex-partners, relatives or close
friends (Table 6). A further 17% were
committed by others known to the vic-
tim in some way. Details were not col-

lected of the nature of the relationship,
but presumably some will have been
iriends (though not close ones), and
others perhaps work colleagues. Stran-
gers were involved in just under a quar-
ter of cases of rape. In contrast, inde-
cent assaults were much less likely to
have been committed by offenders well
known (18%), whereas a [ull 60% in-
volved strangers. The picture for at-
tempted rape and offensive behaviour
falls somewhere in between. Strangers
were involved in 36% of the former and
40% of the latter.

Location of incidents

Alltold, onein five incidents ook place
within the home {Table 7). For rape,
the figure was 37%, endorsing Stanko’s
(1988) ‘myth of the safe home’. Just
over half of rapes occurred in ‘other’
locations, which of course will be mis-
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TABLE 6. Relationship between victim and offender: ‘most serious’ incidents

Rape  Attempted Indecent  Offensive Other All
rape assault behaviour
T % % % % %

Partner 28 14 5 13 14 14
Ex-partner 10 16 3 5 H 7
Relative 9 6 7 5 3 6
Close {riend 11 3 3 8 7 7
Other known 17 23 16 28 26 24
Sight only 3 3 5 2 4 3
Stranger 23 36 60 40 41 41
Unweighted N 121 118 159 448 151 992

1. 1994 BCS, weighted data, self-completion component. Women aged 16-59 only.

cellaneous, including the home of the
offender involved. Most incidents in-
volving partners, ex-partners or rela-
tives occurred within the victim’s own
home (60%, 48% and 53% respectively).
Sexual incidents by strangers within the
home were rare. Only 4% occurred
there; or, to put it another way, 8% of
sexual incidents in the home involved
strangers.

One in five instances of attempted
rape and ollensive behaviour occurred
on the street, and an even higher pro-
portion of indecent assaults (39%). Be-
cause incidents of offensive behaviour
were most numerous, most street inci-
dents were of this type (71%). Strangers
were involved in 85% of street incidents.

Only 4% of all sexual incidents oc-
curred on or near public transport, and
they were almost exclusively committed
by strangers (92%). Of the 121 inci-
dents of rapesdisclosed, none occurred
on or near public transport, although
three of the attempted rapes did so.

Of all incidents, 13% took place at
the victim's place of work - though the
proportion was smaller for rapes and
assaults, and higher for offensive be-
haviour. Although respondents were not
given the opportunity to specify a work
colleague as perpetrator, it is likely that
many offenders involved in work-place
incidents would have been co-workers.

Few workplace sexual assaults were com-
mitted by either strangers (5%) or ‘in-
timates’ of the victim (7%).

Was i a crime that should be puenished ?

The women were asked whether they
considered the incident to be a crime
for which the offender should be pun-
ished - an unusual question in crime
surveys. Just over a third (39%) saw the
incident in this way, although not sur-
prisingly the proportion varied accord-
ing to type of incident. The majority
who described their experiencesasrape,
attempted rape and indecent assault
considered what happened tobeacrime
(Table 8). In contrast, less than one in
five who described offensive behaviour
labelled it criminal. About half felt these
were “wrong, but not a crime”.

More incidents were considered to
be a crime when the offender was a
stranger, almostirrespective of the type
of offence committed (Table 3). Women
may have greater difficulty accepting
thatthe transgressions of partners, close
friends or relatives constitute clear-cut
criminal behaviour for which they be
punished. Even so, for incidents involv-
ing offenders who were closely con-
nected to the victim, the proportion
considered punishable crimes varied
somewhat according to the label it was
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TABLE 7. Location of ‘most serious’ incidenis

Rape Attempted  Indecent  Offensive Other All
rape assault behaviour

% % % % To
Home 37 29 17 24 21
Street 9 20 21 10 21
In/near
public transport - 2 2 6 3 4
Work 1 5 7 18 18 13
Elsewhere 54 44 2 38 45 42

1. 1994 BCS, weighted data, self-completion component. Women aged 16-59 only.

TABLE 8. Moral judgements about ‘most serious’ incidents

Rape Attempted  Indecent Offensive  Other All
rape assault behaviour

% % % % % %
Crime that should 74 64 6 18 29 39
be punished
Wrong, but not 10 20 22 54 31 37
a crime
Just happens 5 4 6 19 27 15
Not sure 11 13 4 9 14 10

1. 1994 BCS, weighted data, self-completion component. Women aged 16-59 only.

given. For instance, more incidents by
ex-partners and relative/close friends
described as rapes were considered
criminal than rapes by partners; in con-
trast, more attempted rapes by partners
than by other intimates were considered
so. It is difficult to interpret the patterns
and small numbers may be an issue.
There is no consistent pattern as re-
gards age in the proportion of inci-
dents considered to be a crime. More
women over 50 felt the rapes they men-
tioned were punishable crimes (90%
albeit a small number) than younger
women (73%), and the figure for offen-
sive behaviour was higher too (25% as
against 17% for younger women). For
attempted rape and ‘other’ incidents,
the pattern was reversed, however; and
for unwanted sexual contact there was
little age difference in the responses.
This new question merits some dis-
cussion. For one, it was an attempt to
assess victims perception of what

appeared to them. Victimisation sur-
veys are implicitly in the business of
measuring behaviour that we assume
attracts moral disapproval. They are of-
ten in the business, too, of measuring
actions against the criminal law in the
sense that they could be punished, irre-
spective of whether the police or vic-
tims think they should be. With respect
to sexual victimisation (and domestic
violence too probably), the moral con-
sensus between peolice, public and vic-
tims may be weaker than in relation to
others transgressions (burglary for in-
stance). The moral interpretation of
events by those who experience them,
then, isimportant in itself. It is also perti-
nent to trying to assess the degree ol
harm caused —althought it will not neces-
sarily stand as a reliable measure of this.

Several points are worth making. First,
those who initially said what happened
was offensive behaviour may have sub-
sequently withheld a criminal label hav-
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TABLE 9. Moral judgement aboul “most serious’ incident, by offender involved

Rape  Atempted Indecent Offensive Other All
rape assault  hehaviour

Uy considered a crime
Partner 55 61 25 22 35 36
Ex-pariner 82 52 73 0 39 39
Relatives, close
friends 94 56 66 9 42 40
Known by name 57 53 58 10 6 23
Stranger 86 77 75 27 39 49

1. 1994 BCS, weighted data, self-completion component. Women aged 16-59 only.

ing already categorised the incident in
a way that suggested ‘sub-criminal’ be-
haviour, probably lacking criminal in-
tent, and not serious enough to warrant
punishment. In contrast, those who
described incidents as either rape, at-
tempted rape or indecent assault had
already ascribed a label which for most
of them would imply a criminal offence.
Some, though, may have held back from
saying it was a crime for which punish-
ment was deserved. Second, the ques-
tion is relatively crude for assessing
whether or not the incidents should fall
within the scope of the criminal justice
system: victims may not always be cor-
rect, and where transgressions of inti-
mates are involved, they may have diffi-
culty in recommending punishment, as
said. Third, the answers do not neces-
sarily signify the degree of harm or
distress incurred. Something that “just
happens” may have been [rightening
even so - the sort of anti-social but not
necessarily criminal behaviour that in-
deed heightens women’s anxiety about
their safety.

Finally, though, the results surely give
some pause for thought. The new 1994
BCS componentadhered to better prac-
tice in increasing anonymity and offer-
ing multiple behaviourally specific cue
questions about long-term experience.
Moreover, the moral assessmenis were
made in relation to ‘most serious’ inci-

dents. For the generality of sexual
victimisations, moral disapprobation
will be weaker. Yet, six in ten of ‘most
serious’ incidents were not considered
by their victims to be clearly punishable
crimes; one in seven wasjudged neither
criminal, nor wrong, nor morally equivo-
cal - in other words, “it just happens”.
Some caveats have been made, and per-
haps others are merited. But the fact
remains that we may need to think care-
fully about portraying all the sexual
victimisations we so eagerly try to un-
earth as part of a serious ‘dark figure of
crime’ against women.

The structure of the questions in the
new self-completion component makes
it difficult to calculate reliably the pro-
portion of women who since age 16 had
been victim of a sexual incident which
they considered a crime, or atleastwere
not sure was a crime. For one thing,
women who chose not to answer af-
firmatively to the cue questions will be
excluded. Moreover, the base comes
only from the most serious incident
talked about, otherincidents could also
have occurred which might also have
been considered punishable. This sai_d,
the best estimate is that since age SIX-
teen, 2% of women had experienced an
incident they called rape and for whic]:n
they felt punishment was due, or possi-
bly due. The equivalent figures were
9% for attempted rape and 7% forinde-
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TABLE 10. Percentage of most serious incidents reported to the police

Crime Other' All

% % %
Rape 26 0 19
Attempied rape 47 5 32
Indecent assault 45 16 36
Offensive behaviour 28 5 9
Other 51 4 17
All incidents 39 5 19
Partner 20 2 8
Ex-partner 27 2 (4
Relative, close friend 25 0 10
Others known by name 24 2 7
Stranger 53 11 32

1. Wrong but not a crime, just something that happens or ‘not sure’,
2. 1994 BCS, weighted data. Sell-completion component. Women aged 16-59 only

centassault. For any type of sexual inci-
dent asked about, the figure was 11% -
that is, half the level of the full cue
question count. Restricting cases to
those involving strangers and people
known only by sight, 4.5% of women
had been victimised since 16 in a way
they felt someone should be punished
for, or possibly so.

Reporting to the fiolice

Bearing in mind these incidents were
the most serious experienced by vic-
tims, the police became aware of rela-
tively few (19%). About two-thirds were
reported by victims, the rest by some-
one else. Incidents of offensive behav-
iour were least likely to be reported
(9%), followed by rape (19%). At
tempted rape and indecentassaultwere
more often reported than rape (Table
10), and this seemslargely because fewer
well-known offenders were involved. As
one would expect, reporting was higher
when the victim considered the inci-
dent a crime meriting punishment
{39%), and this held across incident
types. When it was not, very few were
drawn to the attention of the police,
and people other than the victim were

more likely to report than for ‘crime’
incidents. The largest proportion of ‘non-
crime’ incidents reported (16%) were
indecentassault; strangers were involved
in 32% of these ‘non-crime’ assaults.
Low reporting rates for sexual inci-
dents are well-established, and there
are consistent clues to why this is so.
They bear on victim-offender relation-
shipsin particular. In Bachman’s (1993)
analysis of incidents of rape and at-
tempted rape uncovered over four years
of the US National Crime Victimisation
Survey (NCVS), for instance, four in
ten non-reporters said what happened
was a private or personal matter; two in
ten felt the police would not help, and
just over one in ten feared reprisals.
Gartner and Macmillan (1995) also
found violence between intimates to be
least often reported, independent of
the type and severity of violence, and
the characteristics of the woman involved.
Skogan (1994) found that same pattern
from BCS results in relation to the report-
ing of interpersonal crime in general.

THREE OTHER SURVLEYS

We now briefly review the methods and
results of the US National Crime Vic-
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timisation Survey (NCVS) before and
after its redesign, the influential Cana-
dian Violence against Women Survey
(VAWS), and the Islington Crime Sur-
vey (ICS), a local UK survey against
which the BCS has often been unfa-
vourably compared (e.g. Zedner, 1994},
Obviously, there are other surveys for
which comparisons could be made, but
three are enough to highlight how dif-
ferentmethodsinfluence results. Table
11 shows the key features of the surveys.
In summary, the NCVS has by far the
largest sample. All surveys had respect-
able response rates, the NCVS the high-
est. Specially trained female interview-
ers were used in the VAWS. In the con-
ventional BCS procedure, the ISC, and
the NCVS, incidents over the last year
are sought. The VAWS and the new BCS
componentalso ask aboutincidents over
a longer period. In the VAWS, inter-
viewsare done by telephone, and mainly
so in the NCVS. The general consensus
is that telephone surveys compare fa-
vourably with face-to-face surveys in
terms of data quality (Groves et al.,
1988). In terms of sexual victimisation,
Smith (1989b) argues that telephone
interviews provide a higher degree of
confidentiality and anonymity, and
minimize interviewer effects. {Where
telephone penetration is poorer than
in North America sample coverage is
more of an issue, and response rates
can be lower than in [ace-to-face surveys
unless there are careful procedures to
maximise response, especially in coun-
tries where there is resistance to tel-
ephone interviews.)

The National Crime Victimisation Survey

The NCVS employs a broadly similar
screener/Victim Form approach to the
BCS. Before its redesign, there was no
sexual victimisation screener as such;
instead respondents were asked about
assaults, attempted assaults, or threats

of assault which, on the basis of Victim
Form information, were classified {(for
men and women) as rape or attempted
rape. The new NCVS questionnaire was
phased in from January 1992 to mid-
1993. As well as fairly radical changes to
the screener questions, there were other
rate-affecting changes. The main
changes to the sexual victimisation
screeners were thatexplicitreferenceis
made to offenders known to the victim,
and the terms ‘rape’ and ‘sexual as-
sault’ are used in one screener. Re-
spondents are also encouraged by the
screener wording to report incidents
they may not define as crimes (see
Bachman and Saltzman, 1995; Bachman
& Taylor 1994). No quantification of
the effect of the screener changes spe-
cifically has been given, but the indica-
tions are that about 80-85% of the in-
crease in violence rates overall are due
to these (Bureau of Justice Statistics,
1994).

The Canadian Violence Agninst
Women Survey (VAWS)

Conducted in 1993, the VAWS was a
dedicated survey of physical and sexual
violence against women aged 18 and
more (Statistics Canada, 1993; Johnson
& Sacco, 1995). For some women with
partners and ex-partners, a sexual as-
sault screener (referring to any sexual
activity with violence or threats of vio-
lence) was one of a list probing physical
violence. Two other screeners probed
about sexual attacks by non-partners
(including attempts), and about un-
wanted sexual touching, including grab-
bing, kissing and fondling (termed un-
wanted sexual contact hereafter).
Women were notasked aboutunwanted
sexual contact by partners and in dat-
ing relationships. The term sexual as-
saull is used to cover attacks and un-
wanted sexual contact. The survey also
covered sexual harassment.
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The Istington Crime Survey

There have been several UK studies of
sexual (and other) violence against
women, although on the basis of small
orself-selective samples (e.g. Hall, 1985;
Painter, 1991; Hamner & Saunders,
1984). Broader-based crime surveys
have also been conducted, vsually in
high-crime areas. Results from these
have often been used to chastise BCS
authors for masking high local risks
within national aggregate statistics (e.g.
Jones et al., 1986; Kinsey et al., 1986;
Crawford etal., 1990: Zedner, 1994). The
first Islington Crime Survey (ICS), con-
ducted in 1985, made the biggest mark.

Just under 2,000 adults were inter-
viewed in this relatively deprived inner
London Borough (Jones et al., 1986).
Female respondents were asked about
own experiences of sexual assault and
about the experiences of other women
over 16 in the household, if there were
any. Men were also asked about women
in the home. The screener question
used was very similar to that in the BCS
(although it is often assumed to have
been different, for example by Zedner,
1994). Where an affirmative answer was
given to the screener questions, further
details were elicited in a Victim Form,
although it is unclear whether this is
used [or classification.

Comprarison of survey measures
Dilferences in survey design and ques-
tion coverage make it impossible to
compare like with like, but Table 12

reports some of the levels of sexual
victimisation obtained. The assumption
is made here that the differences are
probably more likely to be due to meas-
urement factors than to ‘real’ differ-
ences in sexual victimisation in the three
countries covered, or to the slightly
different time periods.

Taking the two UK studies first, the
‘last year’ BCS (0.7%) screener rate is
close to the Islington rate of 1.3%, bear-
ing in mind the latter is for an inner city
area.'® (Note too, though, that the BCS
rate for 1993 from the 1994 survey is
higher than that from earlier surveys.)
Comparing the BCS Victim Form meas-
ure to the NCVS one, the prevalence
rate from the former is substantially
higher than the incidence rate [rom
NCVS belore the redesign, and it ap-
proaches double the level of the post-
redesign rate. Compared to the VAWS,
the new BCS self-completion mode pro-
duced aslightly higher ‘lastyear” higher
figure, which may be explained by the
more restricted coverage of the VAWS,
to exclude unwanted sexual contact by
partners or dates. Only the BCS and
VAWS can be compared for longer-term
risks. The VAWS figures are higher,
although they appear to include inci-
dents under the age of 16.

Comparisons of the nature of inci-
denis from the four surveys are equally
difficult, although they potentially give
some clues as to whether ‘what you ask
is whatyou get’. In the new BCS compo-
nent, offenders were known to victims
in 60% ofincidents. In Islington a much

10. Results show an incident rate of 1.9 sexual assaults per 100 house-
holdsin Islington. The estimated female risk is 1.5 incidents per 100
(authors’ computations). The prevalence rate of 1.3% assumes that
indirect questioning about other households members leads to an
underestimate. The rate is also adjusted to take account of the fact
that 15% of houscholds were multiply victimised {Jones etal., 1986;
Table 2.32, p. 84 - though sec also Table 2.4: 87). A prevalence
rate from the second Islinglon Crime survey is given as 2% for

women (Crawlord et al., 1990).
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lower 23% involved known offenders -
perhaps due to the procedure of asking
those selected as the main respondent
about the experiences of other women
in the household, leading to less disclo-
sure of offences involving other house-
hold members. Prior to the NCVS post-
redesign, the pattern for known offend-
ers was more similar to the BCS - al-
though figures seem somewhat variable
(e.g. 50% of incidents involved known
offenders in 1991, and 66% in 1992),
The redesign appears to have success-
[ully captured more known-party inci-
dents (82%). Itis difficult to getequiva-
lent figures from the VAWS because of
the structure of its questions.

As for reporting to the police (where
national differences cannot be ruled
out), the figures differ substantially. For
the most serious incidents in the BCS,
19% were reported, whereas in the
VAWS 6 % of all sexual assaults, 11% of
sexual attacks, and 4 % of unwanted
touching were reported to the police.
Before the NCVS redesign, about half
of the rapes and attempted rates were
notified to the police, suggesting a heavy
filtering of serious incidents into the
survey. After the redesign, abouta third
of the expanded pool of incidents were
reported. The Islington survey showed
the lowest reporting rate (8%). This is
not necessarily inconsistent with the
higher one from the new BCS compo-
nent, where the focus was on most seri-
ous incidents, although it is surpris-
ingly low in view of the fact that stran-
gers were involved in the majority of
cases.

CONCLUSIONS

In talking about rape, Koss makes the
case for better measurement thus:
“Flawed data blunt social concern for
rape victims, feed illusions that rape is
relatively rare, and fuel the backlash
against victims” (Koss, 1996: 66). The

pointmight be extended to other forms
of sexual victimisation. Certainly, the
search for better data runs apace, with
an academic industry thriving on it. Yet
the experience of the BCS underlines
the difficulty of getting an acceptable
measure of sexual victimisation that
represents average experience, and that
accords with a delinition acceptable to
different constituencies. The conclud-
ing points here are restricted to meas-
urement issues. We discuss {irst some
technicalities of more common ap-
proaches. We then turn to the compu-
ter-based approach.

Common measuremen! appmarkm

It is unlikely that there will ever be
consensus about the value of measur-
ing sexual victimisation in representa-
tive sample surveys., The criticism will
persist that they are simply unsuitable
forunpicking the ‘everyday experience’
of sexual victimisation, failing to do
justice to the nuances of reality to the
extent that they force people to locate
theirexperiencesin limited time frames,
and into discrete and definitionally tidy
events. Such methods, it could be ar-
gued, work roughly against the notion
that women face a continuum of vio-
lence (Kelly, 1987). They also have lit-
tle place in interpreting the chaotic
lives of some victimised women of the
sort that Genn (1988) so forcefully de-
scribed. The most judicious response to
these criticisms is that different meth-
odologies all have a part to play.
Within the context of sample surveys
from which sexual victimisation preva-
lence levels are nonetheless sought, this
review highlights some technical points.

* Single sexual victimisation screener
questions (often included inalonger
list of screeners tapping households
and other personal offences) will pro-
vide insufficient memory prompts.
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The experience of both the rede-
signed NCVS and the Canadian VAWS
attests to this.

There are some indisputable prob-
lems with measuring sexual victimi-
sation in the context of crime sur-
veys. On the one hand, consumers of
these will expect, as said, a ‘crime
count’. The non-equivalence of legal
and social definitions undermine this
to the extent that women do not per-
ceive what theyare being asked about
as crimes, or, if they do, hesitate to
tell interviewers about them. On the
other hand, questions based on be-
havioural definitions and which de-
liberately trawl a wide net, risk giving
a higher count of the sorts of sexual
victimisations than consumers (in-
cluding the police) might tend to
think ‘worth counting’.

Measuring sexual victimisation only
by ‘sexual’ screeners is likely to cap-
ture incidents only a proportion of
which are actually sexual in nature.
Remember here thatonly three-quar-
ters of affirmative responses to the
1994 BCS sexual screener resulted in
a sexual offence classification on the
basis of Victim Form information. A
quarter of sexual incidentscame from
violence and threats screeners. The
way in which respondents hear (or mis-
hear) key’cue words' in screener ques-
tions will explain the less than perfect
tie-up bewween risks judged from
screener questions and those com-
puted from victim form information.

Finally, the wording of screener ques-
tions is of upmost importance, quite
apart from the mode in which they
are issued, and the samples to which
they are applied. Even small differ-
ences can lead to a wide variation in
results. The diversity of screening
question wordings makes compari-

sons between surveys well-nigh im-
possible. Indeed, there is no more
point in comparing results from in-
dependently organised crime survey
results than there is in comparing
police figures. The International
Crime Victimisation Survey has made
one attempt at standardisation, but
the possibility of different cultural
thresholds for defining sexual trans-
gressions and for being prepared to
talk to interviewers about these is a
major challenge to the results (van
Dijk & Mayhew, 1992; Travis ¢t al.,
1995). Koss (1996) also considers the
wording of the screener question (a
committee decision} problematic.

The conputer methodology

Under classical measurement theory,
the validity of a measure is assessed
relative to its ‘true’ score. Without a
true score of sexual victimisation, or
any valid independent criterion, it is
only possible to assess the relative effi-
cacy of different survey methods. The
argument usually presented is that a
higher countof'sexual victimisation isa
more valid one.

Certainly, the innovative computer-
based self-completion componentofthe
1994 BCS provided through its cue ques-
tions an appreciably higher count of
incidents (over ten times higher) than
that from affirmative answers to con-
ventional BCS screener questions fol-
lowed through to Victim Forms. On
unweighted numbers 381 women re-
ported at least one sexual incident dur-
ing the last year. (Taking multiple vic-
timisation into account, 110 reported
coerced sex; 99 attempted coercion;
and 270 unwanted sexual contact). This
greatly exceeds the total number of
women reporting sexual offencesin the
conventional screener in all previous
sweeps of the BCS put together. It is
hard to think that the conventional BCS
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approach, often mirrored in other sur-
veys, is at all robust.

The most obvious explanation for the
new higher figuresis that the computer
provided an anonymous mode which
encouraged more open answers. That
this anonymity is different in kind 1o
that in pen and paper self-completion
is, as said, best evidenced by the results
on drug misuse. ldentical questions
given in computer self-completion in
1994 almost doubled the levels of drug
misuse admissions in the 1992 pen and
paper mode. Whether self-keying
(rather than a ‘computer effect’) is the
critical factor is a little unclear since
admission rates to the cue questions
were not much lower for those helped
by the interviewer. The women helped
were generally older than those who
coped alone, which would suggest lower
risks. In the opposite direction, though,
one might suppose they were less so-
cially advantaged, which might suggest
higher risks. A controlled study would
help say whether sell-keying or simply
‘black box’ effect operates most.

The new 1994 BCS component is less
‘state of the art’ than a methodological
toe in the water. Women were asked for
limited detail, and the ‘most serious
incident’ approach precludes reliable
estimates of adult or ‘last year’ risks. It
is also unclear how many incidents elic-
ited from the self-completion cue ques-
tions would have been classified asrape,
attempted rape or indecent assault if
victims had provided more details. The
focus of the self-completion question
on sexual victimisation may have im-
proved response in adding to its sali-
ence. But it could also have led to an

undercountto the extent thatitfocussed
women’s minds away from incidents
more characterised by physical assault
than sexual coercion. Indeed, the de-
gree to which the measurement of
sexual victimisation and violent victimi-
sation should be separate pursuits is
perhaps questionable. Sexual confron-
tation and violent confrontation may
often be hard to separate, and deciding
on precise offence classifications diffi-
cult too.

A self-completion computer mode is
obviously ruled out when interviews are
done by telephone. Here, the careful
planning and pilot work behind the
NCVS redesign and in the Canadian
VAWS has clearly paid dividends in get-
ting women to speak more freely about
sexual victimisation. When a survey
employs CAPI (increasingly common) ,
sell-keying is an obvious variant. The
best way forward will be to consider how
itcan beimproved, by longer periodsin
front of the keyboard to cover more
detail, and capitalising on the indisput-
able advantages of automatic routing
and question sequencing which CASI
allows. (Note here that self-keying was
very well accepted by the women, and
that computer familiarity will greaty
increase.) Assessing the ‘computer ef-
fect’ merits more qualitative study. This
is important not only in relation to
victimisation. Using compulers to meas-
ure self-reported offending among teen-
agers has clear potential. Computer lit-
eracy is high and more young people
will fight shy of an interviewer or a sheaf
of paper to fill in than will of a session
with a keyboard.
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