THE PARADOX
OF CRIME
PERCEPTIONS
SAPS crime statistics,
Victims of Crime Surveys
and the media
Megan Govender*
megan.govender@dnaeconomics.com

A disjuncture exists between perceptions of crime and the actual levels of recorded crime. The 2012/13
crime statistics released by the South African Police Service reveal an overall decrease in serious crime
between 2002/03 and 2012/13. Yet, during this period, suspicions lingered among the public and media
that crime was actually increasing. This article investigates the reporting of crime and demonstrates that
household perceptions of property crime and violent crime can be interpreted and reported in
contradictory ways. It can be variously shown that most households feel that crime has not decreased, nor
do they feel it has increased and nor do they feel it has stayed the same. Consequently, the reporting of the
perceptions of crime needs to be carefully and explicitly communicated to mitigate any confusion that
may ensue.
Not a day goes by without the newspapers
lamenting the high crime rate and the viciousness
with which some crimes are perpetrated in South
Africa.1 The daily reporting of crime, especially
violent crime, has ensured that crime and
attendant issues continually remain in the public
domain. Hence, assertions by the South African
Police Service (SAPS) that crime rates are falling
are often received with scepticism and derision by
the public and media alike.2 There is a growing
suspicion that crime rates may be much higher
than official figures divulge, undermining the
credibility of the crime statistics.3 O’Donovan
notes that crime statistics released by the SAPS
have shown a decline from 2001, yet national
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victimisation surveys (until 2007) regularly reveal
that people’s perception is that crime has been
increasing.4 According to the 2003 National
Victims of Crime Survey, 52,9% of people felt that
crime had increased over the past three years,5
while the 2007 National Victims of Crime Survey
indicated that 57,1% of people felt that crime had
increased.6
This phenomenon is not unique to South Africa.
Studies in the United States and Canada also
accentuate the dichotomy between public
perceptions of crime and official figures.7
Numerous arguments have been put forward to
clarify this contra-diction. Firstly, the crime
statistics do not fully reflect the crime situation, as
some criminal activities go unreported.8 Secondly,
people who have been victims of crime, or know
of someone who has been affected by crime, are
more inclined to indicate that crime has increased,
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even if the incident occurred outside the reporting
period.9 Thirdly, social factors such as levels of
trust in particular communities and concerns or
anxiety about children may lead people to indicate
that crime levels are increasing.10 Fourthly, the
constant portrayal of crime by the media fuels fear
and insecurities. Warr asserts that the continual
bombardment of information from the media
leads people to believe that the world is a much
more dangerous place than it actually is.11
Oddly, even a household’s perception that crime
has not decreased can be misrepresented.
Consequently, the empirical data from victim
surveys can be depicted to validate a particular
position with regard to how crime is perceived.
This article demonstrates that the data on
perceptions of crime can be interpreted in several
ways and subsequently reported to produce or
validate particular views.
The article begins by describing the data that are
employed to investigate the linkages between
perceptions of crime and the reported crime
statistics. Specifically, the article will examine the
data from the 2012 Victims of Crime Survey
(VOCS),12 comparing this with the 2011/12 crime
statistics (as reported in the addendum to the
2011/12 SAPS Annual Report) to determine if
there is a correlation between people’s perception
and the actual crime rate.13
This is followed by an analysis of households’
perceptions of crime and the different ways in
which the same perceptions can be interpreted
and reported. It will subsequently be
demonstrated that the perceptions of households
of levels of violent and property crime can be
reported in different ways to support different
contentions: these interpretations are examined
nationally and provincially to ensure consistency
of the findings.

DATA AND METHODOLOGY
This article uses two data sources to analyse the
degree to which perceptions of change in crime
levels are comparable to change in actual reported
crime.
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The actual crime statistics utilised in this article
are the figures produced annually by the SAPS.
The data are collected and collated at the national
department and are representative of the crime
situation in the country for a particular financial
year.
The VOCS is a national household survey
conducted by Statistics South Africa that focuses
on people’s perception and experiences of crime.
The first VOCS was conducted by Statistics South
Africa in 1998, while the the Institute for Security
Studies (ISS) did the 2003 and 2007 VOCS.
Subsequent VOCS (2011 and 2012) were
undertaken by Statistics South Africa. The main
objectives of the survey are to:
• Provide information about the dynamics of
crime from the perspective of households and
the victims of crime.
• Explore public perceptions of the activities of
the police, prosecutors, courts and correctional
services in the prevention of crime and
victimisation.
• Provide complementary data on the level of
crime within South Africa in addition to the
statistics published annually by SAPS.14
Accordingly, the survey probes people’s
perceptions of crime and safety, law enforcement,
the police, the courts and corruption. The VOCS
was undertaken between January and March
2012, reflecting respondents’ perceptions for the
reference period January to December 2011
(unless the question specified otherwise). The
design, data collection, methodology and the
non-responses are discussed in detail in the
VOCS report.15 Suffice to note that the sample
comprised 31 007 households.
The analysis of the data presented in this article
was executed in Stata 11, with the application of a
weighting variable to ensure the results are
reflective of demographics in South Africa.
The VOCS asks respondents two questions (with
three response options) that can be compared
against crime statistics. These are:
Institute for Security Studies

• Question 2.4: How do you think the level of
violent crime (e.g. assault, robbery, murder) in
your area has changed in the last three years
(January 2009 to December 2011)?
- 1 = Increased
- 2 = Decreased
- 3 = Stayed the same
• Question 2.5: How do you think the level of
property crime (e.g. burglary, theft) in your
area has changed in the last three years
(January 2009 to December 2011)?
- 1 = Increased
- 2 = Decreased
- 3 = Stayed the same
These questions explore citizens’ perceptions of
the levels of violent crime and property crime
over three years, namely January 2009 to
December 2011. The SAPS does not specifically
categorise crime as violent crime and property
crime. The overarching classification of crimes
that require police action are termed serious
crimes. They are defined by the SAPS as:
• contact crime
– murder, attempted murder, aexual
offences, assault to do grievous bodily harm
(GBH), common assault, robbery:
aggravating and common robbery
– Trio crime
• carjacking, robbery: residential and
business
• contact related crime
– arson, malicious damage to property
• property related crime
– burglary: residential and non-residential,
theft of motor vehicle/cycle, theft out of
motor vehicle and stock theft
• crime detected – police action
• other serious crime16
The SAPS reports on many types of crime, but
this article focuses on violent crime and property
crime since these categories feature in both
datasets (SAPS and VOCS). Moreover, both
datasets report nationally as well as per province,
which enables comparison across provinces. The
SAPS category ‘contact crime’ is analogous to
violent crime and is therefore selected as the
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proxy for appraisal of people’s perception of
violent crime. Similarly, the SAPS ‘property
related crime’ corresponds to people’s perception
of property crime in the VOCS.
The property related crime variable comprises
burglary, residential and non-residential, theft of
motor vehicle/cycle, theft out of motor vehicle
and stock theft, and is used as a proxy to provide
a comparison with people’s perception of
property crime.
It should be noted that the SAPS reporting period
does not coincide with the reporting period for
the VOCS. The crime statistics reported in 2012
by the SAPS refer to crimes that were recorded
during the period 1 April 2011 to 31 March
2012. The crime statistics can therefore only be
compared with eight months (April 2011 to
December 2011) of the VOCS, since the
respondents were questioned on their perceptions
of crime between January 2009 and December
2011. Hence, crime statistics for this period are
utilised to yield impartial results. Since the SAPS
does not report on crime statistics for this specific
period, the crime statistics between 1 April 2008
and 31 March 2012 are used, since they cover the
period January 2009 to December 2011.
The SAPS crime statistics therefore reflect a
period of 48 months, while the victimsation
surveys collect perception data for a 36-month
period. The emphasis in this article is not the
actual, but rather the change in, crime levels. The
selected years will be reviewed to compare the
changes in crime levels relative to people’s
perception of the changes in crime levels.

ANALYSIS
The VOCS questionnaire provides three options
(increase, decrease or stayed the same) to
ascertain households’ perception of crime – these
are qualitative measures. The crime statistics are
quantitative measures reflecting the actual
number of crime incidents reported to the SAPS
during that particular financial year. The average
annual change in the crime statistics is utilised to
determine the change in crime over this period.17
51

Figure 1: Contact crime per 100 000 population
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Violent crime/contact crime
Contact crime per 100 000 population decreased
between 2008/09 and 2011/12, as reported by the
SAPS. It can be observed in Figure 1 that there
was an average annual decrease of 4% during this
period.
The largest decrease in contact crime per 100 000
population occurred in Gauteng (GT), while there
was no change for the Free State (FS), and small
increases in Limpopo (LIM) and Western Cape
(WC).
An evaluation of households’ response to the
question ‘How do you think the level of violent
crime [e.g. assault, robbery, murder] in your area
has changed in the last three years (January 2009
to December 2011)?’ reveals that 33% of respondents believed that violent crime had increased;
38% believed that violent crime had decreased,
and 29% believed it had not changed.
It can be seen in Figure 2 that most households
felt that violent crime had decreased; which is
consistent with the contact crime per 100 000
crime statistic provided by the SAPS. Moreover,
the perception of WC and LIM households
(where most households felt that crime had
52

increased) appears to be aligned with actual crime
figures, although there is a divergence with the FS
household perceptions. The analysis of the SAPS
data for the FS indicate there was no average
annual change in contact crime per 100 000
population, but most households in the province
felt that violent crime had increased.
It may seem that the households’ perceptions
align with the crime statistics. However, a
different analysis of the same figures can provide
a contrasting view. It can be construed that if 38%
of households felt that crime had decreased, 62%
(33% increased and 29% stayed the same) in fact
indicated that crime ‘did not decrease’.
It can be observed in Figure 3 that most households, nationally as well in the provinces, felt that
violent crime between 2009 and 2011 ‘did not
decrease’. Similarly, it can also be demonstrated
that households perceived that violent crime ‘did
not increase’ (Figure 4).
While 33% of South African households thought
that violent crime had increased, most (67%)
households felt that it ‘did not increase’. Similar
results are reflected in all the provinces, where it
is indicated that most households perceived that
violent crime ‘did not increase’.
Institute for Security Studies

Figure 2: Households’ perception of violent crime
4%
2%

50%

Average annual change

Household perceptions

60%

0%
40%

-2%
-4%

30%

-6%

20%

-8%
10%

-10%

0%

-12%
EC

FS

GT

KZN

LIM

MPU

NW

NC

WC

RSA

Increase

39%

43%

20%

30%

42%

30%

37%

42%

44%

33%

Decrease

32%

28%

49%

44%

33%

48%

26%

29%

21%

38%

Stayed the same

28%

29%

31%

26%

24%

21%

36%

28%

35%

29%

Average annual change

-2%

0%

-10%

-5%

2%

-8%

-1%

-4%

3%

-4%

Source: Addendum to the 2011/12 SAPS Annual Report. VOCS. Author’s own calculation.
Equally, it can be said that households’ perception
of violent crime ‘did not stay the same’, as
observed in Figure 5 (overleaf).

• Most households felt that violent crime ‘did
not increase’
• Most households felt that violent crime ‘did
not decrease’ (if an analysis of dual categories

From this analysis, 71% of South African households believed that violent crime ‘did not stay the
same’. This was also reflected at provincial level.

of responses is done)
• Most households felt that violent crime ‘did
not stay the same’ (if an analysis of dual

The above analysis paradoxically demonstrates
that it can variously be argued that:

categories of responses is done)
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Figure 3: Households that felt violent crime ‘did not decrease’

Source: Addendum to the 2011/12 SAPS Annual Report. VOCS. Author’s own calculation.
SA Crime Quarterly No 46

•

December 2013

53

90%

4%

80%

2%

70%

0%

60%

-2%

50%
-4%

40%

-6%

30%
20%

-8%

10%

-10%

0%

Average annual change

Household perceptions

Figure 4: Households that felt violent crime ‘did not increase’
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average annual rate of 1% between 2008/09 and
2011/12 (Figure 6).

Property crime
An equivalent analysis can be employed to
investigate the perceptions of property crime, and
so to determine if there is consistency between
households’ perceptions and actual crime statistics.

The Northern Cape (NC) did not experience any change
in the rate of property related crime during 2008/09 and
2011/12. There was an average annual increase of 3% in
the rate of property crimes in the Western Cape (WC)
and North West (NW). Gauteng experienced the largest
decrease of 6% in property crime.

The SAPS statistics reveal that property related
crime per 100 000 population decreased at an
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Figure 5: Households that felt violent crime ‘did not stay the same’

Source: Addendum to the 2011/12 SAPS Annual Report. VOCS. Author’s own calculation.
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Figure 6: Property related crime per 100 000 population
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These results mirror those of the perceptions of
violent crime. That is, EC, FS, LIM, NW, NC and
WC households felt that property crime had
increased, although overall most households felt
that property crime had decreased (Figure 7).

An evaluation of households’ perception of
property crime, ‘How do you think the level of
property crime [e.g. burglary, theft] in your area
has changed in the last three years (January 2009
to December 2011)?’ reveals that 37% of South
African households believed that property
crime decreased, while 35% felt that it
increased and 28% felt that it stayed the same
(Figure 7).

The perception of property crime can be
interpreted in various ways, as was shown in
relation to violent crime. According to the VOCS,
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Figure 7: Households’ perceptions of property crime
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Figure 8: Households feeling that property crime ‘did not decrease’
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Source: Addendum to the 2011/12 SAPS Annual Report. VOCS. Author’s own calculation.
most households felt that property crime ‘did not
decrease’, as illustrated in Figure 8 above.
While the crime statistics reveal an average annual
decrease of 1% in property crime, most households
(63%) felt that property crime ‘did not decrease’.
This finding is consistent across all provinces.

increase’. Similarly, perceptions of crime not
increasing, relative to it in reality not increasing, is
consistent across all provinces.
Employing the same reasoning, it can be inferred
that households’ perception of property crime is that
it ‘did not stay the same’ between 2009 and 2011.
It can be observed in Figure 10 that 72% of households felt that property crime ‘did not stay the same’.

Similarly, it can be demonstrated that most
households felt that property crime ‘did not
increase’ (Figure 9).

Analogous to the perception of violent crime, the
analysis of the perception of property crime
paradoxically indicates that:

It can be observed from Figure 9 below that 65%
of households felt that property crime ‘did not
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Figure 9: Households feeling that property crime ‘did not increase’
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Figure 10: Households feeling that property crime ‘did not stay the same’
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• Most households felt that property crime ‘did
not increase’
• Most households felt that property crime ‘did
not decrease’ (if an analysis of dual categories
of responses is done)
• Most households felt that property crime ‘did
not stay the same’ (if an analysis of dual
categories of responses is done)

DISCUSSION
While crime victimisation surveys are not a
substitute for actual crime statistics, they are an
important instrument to gauge whether
perceptions of crime are aligned with crime
statistics. They serve as a valuable complement to
the official crime statistics since they can be
utilised to estimate the ‘dark figure’ of crime, that
is, those incidents of crime that are not officially
recorded.18 Consequently, the information
garnered from the surveys can assist authorities to
formulate crime prevention policies and strategies
as well as educate the public. Nonetheless,
victimisation surveys do have limitations, such as
the following:19
• Memory failure
• Inability or unwillingness of victims to talk
about their crime experiences
• Recording events that are not defined as crime
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• Sample loss (the part of the population not
interviewed may be different from those who
are)
• Telescoping (the effect of recalling the event as
more recent than it actually was), resulting in:
– over- and under-estimating of crime
The surveys usually do not question the
experiences of businesses and organisations,
leading to under-estimations of crime. Most
surveys ignore the victimisation of children and
do not cover certain types of victimisation such as
murder, since there is no living victim.20
Victimisation surveys exclude residents of
hospitals, prisons and old-age homes, who are
often victimised and are not counted in the
surveys.21 The surveys often exclude foreigners
and illegal immigrants whose experiences in
many instances go unreported.22
Sometimes the respondent may not perceive an
incident as a crime. For example, domestic
violence in a relationship may not be perceived as
a criminal offence and may appear as ‘normal’,
under-estimating crime.23 Moreover, victims may
be unwilling to report or discuss experiences of
crime such as rape, especially if it occurred within
the household.24
In contrast, offences and incidents that fall
outside the domain of the definition of a crime
57

are reported as crimes, resulting in an overreporting of crime. The failure to include
victimisations that occurred in the reference
period results in an under-estimation, while the
inclusion of victimisation that did not occur
within the timeframe produces an overestimation of victimisation.25
Notwithstanding their shortcomings,
victimisation surveys provide important
information to the public and the authorities. It is
therefore critical that the questions posed in these
surveys are aligned with the objectives of the
survey and, more importantly, that the responses
are reflective of participants’ perceptions of crime
in the relevant period.
There are three types of questions that can be
asked in a survey: open-ended (e.g. What do you
think of the level of crime in your area?), closedended (Do you think that crime has increased,
decreased or stayed the same?) or scale response
(On a scale from 1 to 5 please rate the level of
service at your local police station).
Open-ended questions allow the researcher to
attain more information by exploring in detail
issues that may arise in the interview. It is,
however, more time-consuming and arduous to
analyse the responses provided. This challenge is
overcome by utilising close-ended questions,
since they offer limited choices and, more
importantly, are easy to replicate.
The VOCS primarily employs close-ended
questions in the survey, which restricts the
respondents to choosing from a set of options for
each question. The restriction to a set of limited
options for the particular question underpins the
contradictions in the perceptions of crime. Most
surveys contain a mix of open- and closed-ended
questions, but a good rule of thumb for
quantitative surveys is to make closed-ended
questions the default.26
The analysis in this article reveals that the same
perceptions of crime can be interpreted in various
ways to validate and justify a particular stance on
crime. This paradox is dependent on the way the
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questions are framed and the manner in which
the results are analysed and presented. The three
options; increase, decrease and stay the same will
precipitate such results as long as no single
category exceeds 50% and the choices are not
explicitly explained to respondents.
Even a result of more than 50% for a particular
category can foment ambiguity. A scenario where
60% of households indicate that crime increased,
30% felt it decreased and 10% felt it stay the same,
would indicate that perceived crime had
increased, since only 40% would have believed it
had not increased. But these figures also reveal
that 70% of people did not think that crime
decreased; which could mean that it increased or
stayed the same. Similarly, 90% of respondents
did not think that crime had not stayed the same;
which could mean it either increased or
decreased.
Rephrasing the question asked would yield similar
results, and create much confusion among the
respondents. For example, the questionnaire can
be formulated as follows:
• Did you feel that crime increased, and did not
decrease or stay the same?
• Did you feel that crime decreased, and did not
increase or stay the same?
• Did you feel that crime stayed the same, and
did not increase or decrease?
Such confusions would generate misunderstanding among the respondents as well as the
interviewer. The analysis of such options would
be more complicated, generating further obfuscations of the perceptions of crime.
The misperceptions can be mitigated if reports are
qualified. For example, in the case of violent
crime above, it can be stated that the perception
of violent crime as having increased is relative to
it having decreased and having stayed the same,
although this too may add to the confusion. These
shortcomings can also be moderated if all the
categories of responses to the questions posed on
crime perception are simultaneously reported.
While it may appear redundant to do so, it will
Institute for Security Studies

provide clarity to all stakeholders and eschew
biases that fester.

CONCLUSION
The reduction of crime is a stated imperative of
the government and clearly articulated in
government policy. Intensifying the fight against
crime and corruption is one of the strategic
priorities emanating from the Medium Term
Strategic Framework.27 This was subsequently
transformed into Outcome 3: ‘All people in South
Africa are and feel safe’, which is the responsibility
of the Justice Crime Prevention Safety and
Security Cluster. Accordingly, the state has
initiated numerous strategies (e.g. increasing
police personnel) to reduce crime rates.
The official crime statistics released annually by
the SAPS seem to show that crime rates are
decreasing over extended time periods.
Furthermore, VOCS reveal that households’
perceive violent crime and property crime to be
decreasing. Yet, the reporting on these findings
can be manipulated to suggest that crime is
perceived to not be decreasing.
It is therefore important to qualify the increase
relative to a decrease and staying the same; as an
omission of such a proviso can lead to a different
interpretation of the same data. Similar provisions
need to be stipulated if the crime rates decrease or
stay the same. The reporting of crime perception
can also be ameliorated by reporting the results of
all categories, especially if no category is greater
than 50%. If not, the reporting of people’s
perception of crime can be presented to legitimise
and justify any policy position.
It is further recommended that Statistics South
Africa seeks to align the VOCS reporting period
with the SAPS crime statistics reporting period, to
enable comparisons between the two sets of data.
To comment on this article visit
http://www.issafrica.org/sacq.php
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