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Abstract 

The objectives of the study were to ascertain whether or not measurable quality 

characteristics for police incident reporting could be identified and whether or not a single-level 

report review was sufficient for advancing quality in reporting. The research as a whole is part of 

a greater desire to explore the development of incident reporting quality control and assurance 

programs for police agencies at the local level. Through analysis of raw incident data from a 

police department, this study validated measurable quality characteristics and found that a 

second-level review that provides feedback is preferred over a single-level review. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Introduction to the Problem 

 One of the primary obligations of all police agencies to communities they serve is to 

complete incident reports.  Incident reports can memorialize non-criminal events, such as 

missing person reports, personal injury reports, or lost property reports. Incident reports are also 

the primary method of capturing important details of criminal offenses. This can be at the request 

of a crime victim or complainant, or instances when a police officer is a victim of a crime 

themselves, or witnesses a crime.  These incident reports are the basis for case investigations and 

criminal prosecutions, a principle tool that citizens can use to recover financially after they are 

victimized by a crime, build databases of information that are used to allocate police resources 

and efforts on a local level, and allow crime trend analysis on a national level. 

 The participating police agency that made incident data available for this study currently 

serves a population of just over 300,000 (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2013).  A combination 

of criminal and non-criminal incident reports totaling well over 20,000 are filed annually by the 

agency.  Crime reporting is a crucial responsibility for a police department. This is reinforced by 

the participating police department’s policy on report procedures that states: “Comprehensive 

reporting is necessary to ensure that alleged events are recorded accurately, and to protect the 

rights of officers and citizens.  A record will be made of actions taken by the responding officer 

whether the call is a request for service or self-initiated activity.” (Lexington Division of Police, 

2008).  The quality of the incident reporting is extremely important, and assuring the quality of 

the reporting is challenging.  Poor quality reporting will affect virtually every need of reporting.  

Criminal and non-criminal incident reports demand the same attention to detail, as they serve 

distinguishable yet equally important purposes. During a preliminary review for related literature 
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for this project, very little information was located that directly referenced methods for quality 

control or quality assurance in incident reporting at the local agency level.  There is standardized 

information available with regard to how data is handled to prepare it for introduction into 

Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) and the National Incident Based Reporting System (NIBRS) at 

the state and national levels, however, these instructions are limited to listing definitions of crime 

classifications that are used to produce aggregate data from diverse local data.  The material does 

not offer specific guidance to local agencies regarding quality control and assurance.  However, 

the systems assume that data is missing and errors exists in the local raw data while attempting to 

compensate for those issues. 

Police agencies typically rely on sergeants, the first line supervisors in the field, to review 

incident reports for accuracy after an officer has completed an incident report.  The expectations 

include that the supervisor will provide feedback to assist the reporting officer with making any 

necessary corrections. The assumption follows that the report will be submitted with few or no 

errors and reporting skills will improve.  Practical experiences and the results of this study 

suggest that this is not always the case, and developing new ways to address quality in incident 

reporting is desirable. 

Background of the Study 

The development of UCR, where NIBRS emerged from in 1988 (Federal Bureau of 

Investigation, 2014), is traced back to 1927 when the International Association of Chiefs of 

Police (IACP) formed the Committee on Uniform Crime Records to develop a system for 

collecting uniform police statistics.  The work performed by this committee culminated in the 

publication of a complete manual for police records and statistics titled Uniform Crime 

Reporting in 1929.  In 1930, the United States Congress enacted legislation authorizing the 
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Attorney General to gather crime information, who in turn designated the FBI as the national 

clearinghouse for the data (U.S. Department of Justice, 2004).  Interestingly, the program was 

developed in an effort to forestall newspapers from manufacturing “crime waves” in order to sell 

more papers (Maltz & Targonski, 2002). The voluntary program grew from 400 reporting 

agencies in 1930 (U.S. Department of Justice, 2004) to 18,000 agencies reporting in a given year 

today (U.S. Department of Justice, 2013).   

The importance of accurate offense reporting for eventual submission and use in UCR 

cannot be overstated; the completeness and accuracy of each agency’s reporting are crucial to a 

wide variety of data users so that they can understand crime, formulate policies, make strategic 

and operational decisions, and conduct criminological research and analysis (U.S. Department of 

Justice, 2004). 

The FBI makes efforts to ensure that states adhere to summary and incident-based reporting 

(IBR)  methods consistently using the Quality Assurance Review (QAR).  The QAR incorporates 

statistical sampling methods to select records for data quality review and uses this review to 

make suggestions to improve local or state agency reporting practices (U.S. Department of 

Justice, 2004).  Any quality control or assurance methods beyond this level are in the hands of 

the state and local agencies themselves.  The Uniform Crime Reporting Handbook available to 

all reporting agencies offers broad direction addressing the need for accurate reporting but no 

methodology for doing so.  The FBI has no control over the reliability, accuracy, consistency, 

timeliness, or completeness of the data they receive (Maltz & Targonski, 2002). 

Developing and implementing incident reporting quality assurance and control systems at 

the agency level will increase the reliability and integrity of the data gathered and submitted. 
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This answers the expectations of the public concerning the administration of the agency and the 

status of public safety itself (U.S. Department of Justice, 2004). 

Not discounting the importance of measuring crime at the national level across cities and 

states, it is more important that the raw data found in incident reports at the local agency level be 

as accurate as possible; decisions regarding the allocation and use of limited and expensive 

resources are commonly driven by the crime data gathered at the local agency level.   

Significance of the Study 

Completing incident reports for citizens is a primary function of every police department, 

and the task is fundamental to customer service. Simply taking the report develops a rapport with 

members of the community.  Shortcomings in this area could include not taking reports when 

reports are required or requested, taking and submitting reports that are late, and submitting 

reports that are inaccurate or poorly prepared.  Failure in this area can lead to diminished 

stakeholder respect for police agencies in the public eye. 

A 2011 audit of police incident report data from an agency of similar size to the 

participating agency of this study found weaknesses in the agency's reporting procedures.  The 

audit was conducted at the direction of the mayor of the city, after concerns arose regarding the 

accuracy of the agency's reporting practices.  Those weaknesses included the following: 

inconsistent quality of report narratives from officers in the field; a lack of written procedures for 

the reporting process; no effective procedure to justify calls received by the Emergency 

Communications Center with incident reports; and no “process owner” in place to monitor and 

address quality issues (Nix, 2011).  During the audit, police department employees were 

interviewed.  Auditors found “several” who had a “negative view of the process and/or had little 
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faith in the accuracy of the numbers reported.” But none of those interviewed reported that they 

had been pressured to downgrade reported crimes (Nix, 2011). 

In early 2012, New York City Police Commissioner Raymond Kelly issued an operational 

order to police officers in New York City directing them to take reports in response to allegations 

that officers were not taking reports in order to alter crime numbers (Parascandola, 2012). 

Citizens become frustrated if reports are not available in a timely fashion or the reports lack 

details that are important to the complainants or victims.  Poor reporting can also jeopardize 

criminal cases leaving victims with a sense of victimization at the hands of the police or judicial 

system.  Efficiency is impacted on several levels in the police agency.  The consequences of poor 

reporting have a cost factor in terms of service hours wasted to recognize an error, track its 

origin, determine accountability, make modifications to the report, and submit it again.  In 

addition, a poor quality report may stall the preliminary investigation process requiring 

additional service hours to bring an investigation up to speed.  The appropriate and efficient 

allocation of resources can also be affected.  The direction of patrols and specialized units is 

usually dependent on the analysis of crime data to identify trends, modus operandi (MO), time, 

and geographical patterns.  If the incident reports are not accurate, valuable personnel 

deployments may be misdirected or not utilized at all.  In 2009, Detective Jeff Godown, the 

Officer in Charge of the CompStat (Computer Comparison Statistics) Unit of the Los Angeles 

California Police Department, noted the following in an article about strategic planning that 

appeared in The Police Chief magazine: 

“The CompStat process is driven by information and data; as such, it is necessary for all 

information to be as timely and accurate as possible. Without accurate and timely data sources, 

management decisions could be rendered ineffectual. Furthermore, management might question 
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the credibility of the process. Employees expect to be able to act on the data as do other 

stakeholders, such as community groups, the mayor’s office, and other law enforcement entities, 

who routinely use the information.” (Godown, 2009) 

 The recommendations that are offered as a result of this study could play a significant 

role in mitigating negative impacts of poor incident reporting. 

Purpose of the Study 

This study aimed to identify quality characteristics of incident reports at the agency level, 

and ascertain whether or not a single-level review of reports is sufficient. It is hoped that this 

study will be the catalyst for heightened interest in incident report quality and generate more 

dialogue and study in the field.  The conclusion of the paper offers recommendations for moving 

forward with quality assurance measures, as well as recommendations for additional future study 

and research. 

Research Questions 

This study addressed the following research questions: 

1. Are there measurable quality characteristics for police incident reporting? 

2. Is a single-level review by a police supervisor effective in advancing quality in police 

incident reports? 

Statement of the Problem 

Many police agencies are in need of a revaluation of incident reporting practices based on 

errors and the frequency of errors in incident reporting. The traditional supervisory review of 

offense reports without an additional level of review may not be reliable. A single-level review 

of reporting entertains many variables that prevent the method from rising to the expectations of 

police departments and stakeholders.  In an ‘all things being equal’ environment, the supervisor 
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reviewing process would be an ideal quality assurance point; efficient, cost-effective, and 

oriented around employee development by providing feedback and mentoring.  In reality, there is 

a large disparity among supervisors with regard to their capabilities and motivations.  

Supervisors are left with their own experiences, based on basic training and supervisory training, 

as well as their own natural or developed abilities to write reports and in turn review them.  The 

same disparity is found with regard to personal motivation; some supervisors take a personal and 

professional interest in reviewing reports while others, do not. 

Godown (2007) emphasized the importance of the raw data found in an officer’s incident 

report: “The initial target of review should be the crime or incident report, which is the primary 

documentation vehicle and information platform for the majority of police statistics. These 

reports have to be completed accurately in a timely manner by first responders, and then the 

information has to be transferred to the agency’s records management system by data entry 

personnel before it can be used in the CompStat process. The records employees entering these 

data are critical to producing timely and accurate information for subsequent use by crime 

analysts. If attention is not paid to this process, the proverbial “garbage in, garbage out” dilemma 

will taint the analysis and decision-making processes.” 

Problems with quality control were compounded for the participating agency of this study 

when the agency moved to NIBRS reporting from UCR reporting in 2012.  Under the UCR 

system as depicted in Figure 1, a UCR analyst, likened to Godown’s data entry personnel above, 

examined every report in order to score the reports for submission to the state, and in turn, the 

FBI.   Although this was never a quality control or assurance assignment, the analyst acted as a 

tripwire, where reporting errors were occasionally noted.  The transition to the NIBRS method 

included the use of different reporting software and processing flow.  Incident reports that have 
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been reviewed by a supervisor are transmitted directly to a state-level computer server with no 

opportunity for additional scrutiny for quality, as depicted in Figure 2.  Cronin, McDevitt, Farrell 

and Nolan (2007) found a similar situation when an agency switched to IBR, and the reporting 

officer’s classification of bias motivation was the final classification. 

Based on process challenges as these, there was a genuine need to research quality 

characteristics and evaluate the single-level review process, in order to develop improved 

systems, which in turn will create an environment that moves to improve incident report quality.    

The argument for a researched solution is strengthened by the observation that there is little 

literature available that directly addresses the topic at the agency level. 

Assumptions 

 For this study, the following assumptions were made: 

1. All police officers completing incident reports had completed required training in 

report writing and additional training required to use up-to-date report writing 

software and report processing protocols. 

2. All police supervisors (sergeants) that are responsible for reviewing incident 

reports had completed required training regarding reviewing crime reports for 

accuracy and additional training required to use up-to-date report writing software 

and report processing protocols. 

3. All incident report data accessed for analysis and review for this project consisted 

of NIBRS-based data. 

4. All incident report data accessed for analysis was reviewed for accuracy and 

quality by a police supervisor and was approved. 
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5. The data examined was extracted from the state-level server system, the initial 

report destination and location of NIBRS scoring, and the police agency’s RMS, 

where it is considered finalized and available for analysis after it has been 

imported from the state-level server.  Total counts of incidents and offenses for 

the study period may differ between state and local servers due to data import and 

export variations. 

6. The focus of the study was to test the sample data against possible quality 

characteristics not to examine or critique the practices of the participating agency. 

Limitations 

This study was limited to the data available from incident reports created by officers of the 

police department used as the study focus in the condition it is was found on local and state-level 

server systems.  The study focused primarily on close-ended responses found on police incident 

reports.  Some references are made regarding open-ended responses; these observations were 

incidental to the research focus, but have qualitative value in demonstrating the need for quality 

improvement, and supported recommendations for further research.  This study did not focus on 

content found in incident reports regarding specific police procedures or verification of 

requirements related to reasonable suspicion, or probable cause standards.  

Definitions of Terms 

Beat:  A beat is a subdivided area of a Sector.  

Classification Error:  An error that occurs when police officers record the facts of an incident 

correctly, but misclassify the crime type (Nolan, Haas, & Napier, 2011). 

Incident Number:  A unique number assigned to each incident report and criminal offense in the 

incident report.  This is also known as case number or CR#. 
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Incident Report (Report):  A report created by a police officer to record the occurrence of a 

crime, allegation of the occurrence of a crime, or non-criminal incident.  These reports are often 

referred to as Incident Reports, Complaint and Offense Reports, C & O Reports, Field Reports, 

or any other variety or terms across law enforcement agencies. 

Evidential Crime Recording:  An approach to crime recording where the details of any incident 

will be challenged and validated, in the same manner that might be expected if the case were to 

be presented in court in order to charge the suspect (Flatley & Bradley, 2013). 

Geocoding:  Geocoding is the practice of using addresses listed in offense reports to display the 

locations on maps for analysis and presentation (Ratcliffe, 2004).  For the purposes of this study, 

geocoding also includes the defined geographical areas of beats, sectors, and location 

descriptions. 

NIBRS:  The National Incident Based Reporting System (NIBRS) is an incident-based reporting 

system in which agencies collect data on each single crime occurrence. NIBRS data come from 

local, state, and federal automated records’ systems. An agency can build a system to suit its own 

needs, including any collection/storage of information required for administration and 

operations, as well as to report data required by the NIBRS to the UCR Program. 

The NIBRS collects data on each single incident and arrest within 22 offense categories, made 

up of 46 specific crimes, called Group A offenses. For each of the offenses coming to the 

attention of law enforcement, specified types of facts about each crime are reported. In addition 

to the Group A offenses, there are 11 Group B offense categories for which only arrest data are 

reported (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2014).  NIBRS is developed from UCR, defined 

below. 
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No Criming:  The recording of some crimes that are subsequently ‘no crimed’; judged by the 

police that no crime actually took place (Flatley & Bradley, 2013).  This term is used in England.  

In the United States it is referred to as ‘unfounding’. 

Participating Agency:  The police agency that granted permission to use incident report data for 

this study.  The agency maintains a sworn force of approximately 550 officers and serves a 

population of just over 300,000 citizens. 

Prima Facie Crime Recording:  an approach to crime reporting where details of alleged crimes 

are taken at face value, and recorded without scrutiny (Flatley & Bradley, 2013). 

Sector:  A sector is a geographically assigned area in the participating agency’s jurisdiction 

identified by boundaries based on populations.  Some police agencies will refer to similar 

geographic designations as precincts, districts, areas, sections or quadrants. 

Tripwire:  For the purposes of this study, the term tripwire refers to units, sections, or individuals 

in or outside of the police department that may identify an error in an incident report but have no 

formal or assigned role to evaluate reports.  As the term tripwire infers, there is usually a 

negative consequence associated with the identification of the error at this point. 

Qualitative Sergeant Review (QSR):  During the period of December 18, 2012 through February 

28, 2013, a veteran police sergeant at the participating agency conducted a qualitative daily 

review of incident reports that were approved and housed at the state-level server.  This was a 

test of a second-level review process, examining incident reports that had been approved by 

sergeants.  The sergeant reviewed over 2000 reports for writing mechanics, geocoding and 

accuracy based on references made in the narrative sections of the reports.  This review was not a 

true random sample, however, the time span of the review, and the sergeant’s inability to control 

the order in which the reports were received, allowed for a competent cross section of reports 
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taken by a variety of officers and detectives from virtually every assignment and shift. See 

Appendix A for descriptions of errors. Feedback was provided by sending email messages to the 

reporting officers citing the noted deficiencies and included recommendations for improvement.  

An example of one of these messages can be found in Appendix B. 

UCR:  The FBI’s Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) Program is a nationwide, cooperative 

statistical effort of nearly 18,000 city, university and college, county, state, tribal, and federal law 

enforcement agencies voluntarily reporting data on crimes brought to their attention. The UCR 

Program collects statistics on the number of offenses known to law enforcement. In the 

traditional Summary Reporting System (SRS), there are eight crimes, or Part I offenses, (murder 

and non-negligent homicide, forcible rape, robbery, aggravated assault, burglary, motor vehicle 

theft, larceny-theft, and arson) to be reported to the UCR Program (U.S. Department of Justice, 

2009). 

Organization of the Study 

This chapter presented an overview of the entire project and study.  Chapter Two 

summarizes the findings of a literature review, identifying academic research studies and 

professional articles that are related to quality issues in incident reporting, and the significance of 

quality in incident reporting.  Chapter Three details the methodology of this study, including data 

and information sources, and techniques that were used to interpret, analyze, and evaluate the 

data.  Chapter Four summarizes the results of the data and information analysis, and Chapter 

Five concludes the study by offering the study’s findings, conclusions, implications, and 

suggestions for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2: RELATED LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

 The literature review for this project yielded several publications and articles that 

emphasized the importance of quality in incident reporting from a handful of perspectives.  It is 

noted that most of the material approaches the topic from a grand or broad view; examining data 

at the national level (UCR and NIBRS), but little information was located regarding how 

individual agencies can improve quality in reporting. 

Limited Literature 

Several researchers were aware that literature on this study topic was limited. 

Ratcliffe was aware of the absence of literature regarding Geocoding crime in 2004 when 

he observed “After a literature search it became clear that as yet there is a paucity of reliable 

statistical information regarding the limitations of the geocoding procedure commonly used in 

crime mapping (Ratcliffe, 2004). 

Barnett-Ryan and Swanson (2008) acknowledged, “Very little detailed information exists 

on the nature of quality control procedures in NIBRS.”  The researchers concluded their study of 

the role of state programs in data quality with a suggestion that it would be interesting to identify 

state programs with different cultures, compared to the two examined in the study, and see how 

they have approached quality control of NIBRS data.  They also observed that little information 

is published on state programs. 

In 2011, Nolan, Haas, and Napier acknowledged “few if any, published studies have been 

undertaken to assess crime and classification error” (Nolan, Haas, & Napier, 2011) with regard 

to crime reporting. 
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Seltzer & Curtis stated in 2012 that for the overall UCR program, there is not mandatory 

data auditing program to validate the data of individual law enforcement agencies and their 

reporting practices (Seltzer & Curtis, 2012). 

As late as 2013, Farnstrom (2013) noted in his paper The policeman and the statistician: 

On the quality of the raw data in official statistics, “Furthermore, surprisingly little attention has 

been given to issues related to the quality of the raw data [crime reporting], and the potential 

impact that it has on the final statistics.” 

The Importance of Data Quality in Incident Reporting 

 The review of related literature is replete with examples citing the importance and 

criticality of reporting quality, specifically at the national level. 

The Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) cites the inherent need for quality data in the 

UCR Handbook (U.S. Department of Justice, 2004). 

It is clear that quality control is applied at the FBI level through logical edits (the 

elimination of incorrect data at the data processing stage), statistical reasonableness tests 

(statistical data checking in the aggregate, as opposed to logical errors; outliers, rather than 

errors, are detected here), reviews of UCR statistical output, and a Quality Assurance Review 

(QAR) (Akiyama & Propheter, 2005).  The QAR focuses on classification and scoring 

procedures, clearances, property values, arrest counts, and correction of previously identified 

errors (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 2013). Akiyama and Propheter also stated in the same 

2005 publication, “Since there is no (mandatory) data auditing program to directly validate 

individual agencies’ data and reporting practices, the integrity and the accuracy of data rest upon 

the efforts of individual law enforcement agencies in reporting accurate data and the Program’s 



IMPROVING POLICE INCIDENT REPORTING      23 

 
capability of data quality control (e.g., detecting and rectifying errors or aberrations in reported 

data)”.   

In 2008, Barnett-Ryan and Swanson noted “Considering the unique position of the UCR 

program as the sole national source of official law enforcement statistics on crime, the quality of 

its data has always been a great concern to its users.”  Police Chief Magazine, a periodical 

published by the International Association of Chiefs of Police has published several articles 

discussing the importance of quality data in reporting and the benefits of developing 

technologies in a general context (see McDonald, 2004; Markovic, Bueermann, & Smith, 2006; 

Serpas & Morley, 2008; Bruce & Ouellette, 2008 and Roberts, 2013). 

Quality Characteristics for Incident Data 

When Implementing CompStat: Critical Points to Consider was published in Police Chief 

Magazine in 2004, Dr. Phyllis McDonald cited five characteristics of crime data that are most 

important to decision makers (McDonald, 2004): 

1. Accuracy 

2. Completeness 

3. Availability 

4. Timeliness 

5. Visibility (mapping) 

These remain just as relevant today as they were in 2004.  These characteristics were profoundly 

helpful to this study and were used for the formation of the characteristics used in this study and 

the analysis that was applied.  The following studies and articles strengthened the case for using 

McDonald’s characteristics. 



IMPROVING POLICE INCIDENT REPORTING      24 

 
One publication, Analysis of Variation in Crime Trends: A Study of trends in 

‘comparable crime’ categories between the Crime Survey for England and Wales and the Police 

Recorded Crime Series between 1981 and 2001/12 (Flatley & Bradley, 2013), addressed 

accuracy and completeness.  The study yielded remarkably specific and useful results.  The 

research showed several inconstancies in reporting: 

• offenses wrongly classified; 

• the inappropriate ‘no criming’ of a record subsequent to it being recorded; 

• the failure to record the correct number of crimes; 

• an error rate of between 15% and 65% of the crime records examined; and,  

• inappropriate reclassifying of recorded crimes. 

Another example of an examination of inaccuracy is from Sweden.  The Swedish Crime 

Prevention Council conducted two studies evaluating the raw data used for official crime 

statistics in Sweden and found that police assigned 12% of crime codes (numbers that define the 

type of crime investigated, such as robbery, assault, fraud, etc.) incorrectly (Farnstrom, 2013). 

With regard to timeliness and availability, no relative literature was located for this study.  

There are several studies that explored reasons why the public delays or does not report crime to 

police, or referenced statistics for unreported crime (see Carcach, 1997, Spelman & Brown, 

1981, Hart & Rennison, 2003 and Goudriaan, Wittebrood, & Nieuwbeerta, 2005, Flatley & 

Bradley, 2013).  The availability and timeliness for this study regard the processing of the 

incident data at the agency once it is reported, not the time between the occurrence of the crime 

and the time the police were made aware that the offense had occurred. 

As cited by McDonald, visibility, or mapping, is important.  Specific errors in incident 

reporting revolve around the determination of where the crime occurred.  The accuracy of this 
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information is critical for geocoding the location in mapping and spatial analysis and is usually 

as simple as an accurate street address or latitude and longitude. 

In 2006, Markovic, Bueermann, and Smith authored Coming to terms with geographical 

information systems in Police Chief Magazine.  The article offered a great deal of information 

regarding the origins and demands of crime mapping.  The authors advised that developing 

standards at the point of data capture is essential for data quality and will pay dividends 

(Markovic, Bueermann, & Smith, 2006). 

Incomplete or inaccurate addressing translates into additional problems in record 

managements systems and geographic information systems (GIS).  Defined geographical areas 

such as sectors, beats, precincts, districts or census tracts, will not include addresses that cannot 

be resolved.   According to Radcliffe (2004), “Any error in the initial Geocoding process will 

translate into compounding errors as the analytical and dissemination stages of police 

intelligence work are undertaken”.  

The Importance of Training and Education in Report Writing 

Training and education are important to incident reporting; theoretically, good training 

will set the foundation for good reporting.  It can be in the form of classroom training, or 

feedback provided by reviewing supervisors. 

 Akiyama and Propheter (2005) indicated that reporting errors are reduced through 

training and education. 

Previously mentioned Analysis of Variation in Crime Trends: A Study of trends in 

‘comparable crime’ categories between the Crime Survey for England and Wales and the Police 

Recorded Crime Series between 1981 and 2001/12 (Flatley & Bradley, 2013), offered a valuable 

description of models for crime reporting.  The study compared two approaches to crime 
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recording; prima facie, “where details of alleged crimes are taken at face value, and recorded 

without scrutiny”, and, evidential, “where the details of any incident will be challenged and 

validated, in the same manner that might be expected if the case were to be presented in court in 

order to charge the suspect”.  These insightful models may offer value in the formulation of 

training programs and policy, and may be useful for developing quality-minded reporting 

cultures.   

The importance of training was also mentioned in research conducted outside of the 

policing industry. In The reliability of coding open-ended responses (Seltzer & Curtis, 2012), the 

authors explored open-ended responses from a variety of disciplines, including UCR and NIBRS.  

In that study, inadequate training was listed as one of the factors affecting reliability. 

Evidence for Second-Level Review Practices in Policing 

The most detailed publication located with regard to second-level review practices was The 

Next Step in Accountability Driven Leadership: “CompStating” the CompStat Data (Serpas & 

Morley, 2008).  The article details the actions by the Nashville Metropolitan Police Department 

in Tennessee to improve report data quality.  The authors report “audit teams review random 

samples of police reports as well as supplemental police reports that are submitted to change a 

crime’s investigative status or Part I / Part II offense status”.  The department implemented a 

system where reports with errors, “send-back” reports, cause a notification to be made to the 

reporting officer instructing the officer to correct the report.  Trends are tracked based on: 

1. the number of send-back reports identified each month; 

2. the number of send-back reports outstanding at the end of each month; 

3. the number of reports sent back to reclassify an offense; and, 

4. the average number of days it takes an officer to correct a send-back report. 
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The process determines whether or not there are trends with regard to those officers making 

errors and the types of errors, as well as supervisors who conducted the initial review of the 

report to identify those maliciously changing reports, or those in need of remedial training.  This 

system offers a glimpse of what a quality control program will look like in a police department, 

adding another layer of review after the first reviewing supervisor and providing informative 

feedback. 

  This concept of a second review was suggested in other work. Cronin, et al (2007) 

observed the reporting and review process found in police agencies while researching bias-crime 

reporting and pressed departments to implement a second-level review step.  The authors 

stressed that the characteristics and functions of the second step play an important role in the 

effectiveness of the local department’s reporting process (Cronin, McDevitt, Farrell, & Nolan, 

2007). 

Summary 

 This chapter reviewed relative literature concerning the importance of data quality, 

quality characteristics, evidence of second-level review practices, and the role of training and 

education with regard to incident report writing.  Some of the literature cited specific findings of 

data reviews.  The real value in these findings is that there is an interest in improving quality in 

offense reporting despite the lack of published information on the topic. 

 Chapter Three details the methodology for data collection and analysis for this study. 
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

The literature review in Chapter Two yielded five characteristics of crime data: accuracy, 

completeness, availability, timeliness, and visibility, as being the most valuable to decision 

makers who rely on data that is available because of crime reporting (McDonald, 2004).  These 

five characteristics provided a framework to identify quality characteristics that were measured 

for this study.  To address the research questions of this study, the five characteristics were 

combined or narrowed into three: 

• Accuracy 

• Completeness 

• Timeliness 

McDonald’s characteristics of availability and visibility are not listed and were not used for this 

study.  Availability refers to just that, a system or place where the data is stored and can be 

readily accessed.  Since this study focuses on quality characteristics, the study assumes 

availability is in place; the sample data for this study was easily accessible through an RMS.  

Visibility, or mapping, is assumed, as well.  The ability to map crime data is dependent on 

reliable geocoding, which in turn is dependent on accuracy and completeness.  The data for 

geocoding was analyzed during this study, and the results follow in Chapter Four. 

The following paragraphs explain the methodology, the research questions, and the 

instrumentation used in the research, as well as how the research data was collected and 

analyzed. 
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Prior Studies 

 Geocoding and the impact of raw data on crime mapping were researched in 2004 by 

Ratcliffe (Ratcliffe, 2004).  The researcher identified several potential error sources and 

encouraged striving for 100% hit rates; accurate addresses that will provide accurate crime maps. 

A study was conducted in April 2005 (Akiyama & Propheter, 2005) that examined 

methods of data quality control for UCR programs, focusing on cross-section outlier detection, 

longitudinal outlier detection, and proportional outlier detection as the data moves from the 

reporting agency to the state or federal level. 

 Cronin et al. researched bias-Crime reporting in 2007 (Cronin, McDevitt, Farrell, & 

Nolan, 2007), examining crime data from eight police departments.  The study assessed the 

reporting and reviewing processes of the agencies and recommended a second review of bias 

motivation in reports in order to improve the data quality. 

 Research was reported in 2008 (Barnett-Ryan & Swanson, 2008) regarding the role of 

state programs in NIBRS quality, which studied state-level data from Vermont and Tennessee.  

The stated objective of the study was to explore how the organization of state programs can 

further enhance the data quality benefits provided by an incident-based data collection program.  

This study was limited to the state-level data.  In the same year, Lynch and Jarvis (2008) 

researched and reported on the extent and magnitude of missing data in UCR reporting.  The 

focus of this study was once again on the effects on national estimates. 

 The reliability of open-ended responses was researched in 2009 by Seltzer and Curtis 

(Seltzer & Curtis, 2012).  The research included references to UCR and NIBRS close-ended 

questions, and noted that despite the fact the questions are close-ended, there were still issues 

regarding reliability. 
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 In 2011 Nolan, Haas and Napier found that certain UCR crime categories are greatly 

undercounted while others are over counted (Nolan, Haas, & Napier, 2011). 

 A pair of 2013 studies were conducted in Sweden (Farnstrom, 2013) that examined raw 

offense reporting data and the impact on official statistics.  The researcher discovered errors in 

the data that were regarded as having severe consequences for final statistics. 

Methodology and Design 

 The research methodology used for this study identified errors and the frequency of 

errors in reports categorized by the quality characteristics of accuracy, completeness, and 

timeliness, as well as an examination of the relationship between the number of geocoding errors 

and the passing of time. This was accomplished by analyzing incident reporting data for the 

years 2012 and 2013.  In turn, this examination assessed the effectiveness of the single-level 

review that is used at the participating agency. 

Research Questions 

 This study addressed the following research questions: 

1. Are there measurable quality characteristics for police incident reporting? 

2. Is a single-level review by a police supervisor effective in advancing quality in police 

incident reports? 

Ethical Considerations and Human Participants 

Permission to use police incident report data was granted by the Chief of Police of the 

participating agency.  A copy of the Letter of Consent to Conduct Research is found in Appendix 

C. 
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Data used for this study contained no identifying information (civilian or sworn police 

officers).  A copy of the approved Research Ethics Review Board (RERB) form is found in 

Appendix D. 

Data Collection 

 Incident reports are generated by police personnel using a Mobile Data Computer (MDC) 

or desktop computer, depending on the officer’s assignment and computer availability at the time 

of the report.  Incident details and data are recorded using NIBRS compliant software that is 

installed on the computer used to create the report.   The software runs a series of error checks as 

the officer completes the report to ensure that required fields (as dictated by the software 

developer) have been completed and to guide the officer through additional data requirements 

relative to the offenses that are being recorded.  Most of the fields are close-ended; the responses 

are selected from standardized tables.  Some open-ended responses are necessary as well, such as 

the actual case narratives, where the officer describes the offenses and the results of the officer’s 

preliminary investigative efforts. 

Once the officer has completed the report, the report is transmitted from the computer 

that was used to create the report to a state-level computer server.  The officer’s supervisor 

downloads the report to the supervisor’s computer from the state-level server and reviews the 

report for errors.   The supervisor has several options after the report has been reviewed: 

• approve the report (submitting it back to the state-level server); 

• make corrections to the report and approve the report (submitting it back to the state-level 

server); or, 

• reject the report, and direct the reporting officer to make corrections.  The officer retrieves 

the rejected report, makes corrections as directed and transmits the report back to the state-
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level server.  The supervisor downloads the report, which starts the review process again. 

This process loop continues until the report is acceptable to the supervisor. 

Once the report is approved, it is marked as such in the state-level server and within 

minutes it is available through the state servers for use by the local agency personnel via the 

internet.  Individual reports can be accessed and limited data extracts can be performed from a 

secure website. 

The raw data becomes available through the participating agency’s RMS after completion 

of a data import that is performed every 10 minutes; gathering all available approved reports 

from the state-level server and transmitting them to the local RMS using an automated process. 

In theory, a typical report can be available in the agency RMS in a matter of a few hours, 

provided the report is completed, reviewed, and processed in a timely fashion.  Figure 2 depicts 

this process. 

Data Analysis 

 Once the raw data is imported and resides in the agency RMS, it is readily accessible.  

Data extracts were made and Microsoft Access, Microsoft Excel, and Megastat were used for the 

analysis conducted in this study. 

 The data analysis is divided into three focuses for Research Question 1: 

• Accuracy Analysis – For this study, incident data from the years 2012 and 2013 were 

examined for geocoding errors (McDonald’s visibility characteristic). This was 

conducted quantitatively by analyzing raw data from the state-level server for incorrect 

codes and addresses, and qualitatively by a concentrated review performed by a veteran 

police sergeant examining the data stored on the state-level server, identified for this 

study as the Qualitative Sergeant Review (QSR). The results of this analysis are 
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represented by displaying the percentage of errors in relationship to the sample pool that 

was accessed. 

• Completeness Analysis – The analysis for completeness consisted of examining incident 

data extracted from the state server for missing entries in close-ended responses. This 

analysis was relatively simple and straight forward; sorting data in Access and Excel to 

find null values.  The results of this analysis are represented by displaying the percentage 

of errors in relationship to the sample pool that was accessed. 

• Timeliness Analysis – Incident data from 2012 and 2013 was extracted from the local 

RMS and examined to determine the time difference between the completion of the 

report and the time the report was ultimately available in the RMS (the entry time into the 

local RMS is not available at the state-level server).  The data was analyzed in two 

groups. Group A, measured in hours, consisted of incident reports that were available in 

14 days or fewer.  Group B, measured in days, consisted of the remainder of the incident 

reports that were available after 14 days.  An overview of all records was produced after 

coding the lag time hours into interval groups of six with all records exceeding 336 hours 

remaining in that category as a whole.  The results of this analysis are displayed using 

descriptive statistics of the data and quantitative frequency distributions. 

 Data analysis for Research Question 2 consisted of a regression analysis of the number of 

geocoding errors identified for the data sample period of 24 months.   

Summary 

 The research identified several types of errors and the frequency at which those errors 

were noted.  This was accomplished by extracting data from state-level and local servers, and 

examining the data using Microsoft Access and Excel, as well as Megastat.  The results of the 
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analysis follow in this paper, illustrated through the use of descriptive narratives, tables, and 

graphs. 
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CHAPTER 4: ANALYSIS OF DATA 

Introduction 

 For the purposes of this study three characteristics of quality were proposed: accuracy, 

completeness, and timeliness. Incident report data was analyzed against the characteristics to test 

their validity.  In addition, an assessment as to whether or not a single-level report review was 

effective or not was conducted.  The data used for this study consisted of 47,770 incident reports, 

with a subset record of 65,515 listed offenses. 

Organization of Data Analysis 

 Incident report data was imported from two sources based on need.  The first source, the 

state-level computer server, is the first storage location of the data once it has been approved by a 

supervisor and uploaded to the server. The second source, the local agency RMS, is the final data 

location used by the participating agency.  The RMS adds the time the report was entered into 

the RMS after it was imported from the state-level server, as well as various other fields that are 

not available in the web version extract.  The data extract from the RMS is performed using 

software provided by the RMS vendor and is downloaded as a text file.  From there, that text file 

is imported into Microsoft Excel and or Access for analysis.  Megastat is installed as a plug-in to 

Excel and is used while using Excel. 

Description of Data 

 The sample data for this study consisted of police incident report data created between 

January 1, 2012 and December 31, 2013.  Incident report data includes reportable crime (NIBRS), 

criminal offenses listed in arrest reports (reports documenting arrests that may or may not be related 

to NIBRS reported crime) and non-criminal incidents (death investigations, property damage, etc.).  
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The majority of the 47,770 incident reports analyzed, 61.2% of the data, were NIBRS crime reports.  

The remaining incident reports were arrests and non-criminal incident reports as shown in Figure 1. 

The NIBRS crime reports include Part 1 offenses; those typically compared at the 

national level.  The largest Part 1 contributor to the total population were the offenses classified 

as Larceny (theft), which totaled over 19,000 (see Figure 2). 

Research Questions 

The overall purpose of this study was to identify quality characteristics of incident reports 

and explore the effectiveness of a single-level quality review conducted by a police supervisor. 

This study addressed the following research questions: 

1. Are there measurable quality characteristics for police incident reporting? 

2. Is a single-level review by a police supervisor effective in advancing quality in police 

incident reports? 

Testing of the Research Questions 

Research Question 1 

One of the primary focuses of this study was to identify measurable quality 

characteristics for police incident reporting.  Three characteristics were tested:  accuracy, 

completeness and timeliness. 

Accuracy characteristic. 

 The test for the accuracy characteristic examined the raw data for recognizable errors 

from a technical standpoint.  Geocoding was the primary test for accuracy in this study. 

A review of the available data retrieved from the state-level server revealed that 

approximately 19.9% of the incident reports presented geocoding errors based on information 

that was missing entirely or was formatted incorrectly.  The dominant errors were beat 
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formatting, where the officer enters data other than a proper 3 digit code, and the lack of 

numerical addresses.  Figure 3 depicts the specific types of errors that were discovered and the 

frequency of the error.  Appendix E provides a list of correct beat numbers and a list of the entry 

errors that were found in the study.  In many cases, it appears the officer mistakenly entered an 

assigned radio unit number, which is closely associated with the beat, or a sector assignment 

instead of the correct beat. 

Similar errors were noted during the Qualitative Sergeant Review (QSR).  The QSR 

scrutinized the beat and address fields for accuracy by actually researching the location of the 

incident and validating the officer’s entries.  This process was much more time consuming than 

the methods used to locate missing beats, improperly formatted beats and missing numerical 

addresses.  A review of approximately 2900 reports yielded several geocoding errors, the largest 

of which were cases where the officer entered and formatted a beat correctly, but entered an 

incorrect beat, as displayed in Figure 4.  The QSR found 101 errors where the beat was incorrect; 

this implies that the same error would be across the rest of the data as high as 3%.  This would be 

in addition to the 19.9% of geocoding errors that were based on missing fields or improper 

formatting.  

Another error related to geocoding occurred when the reporting officer selected the 

category of Other or Unknown as a location type description instead of the most specific 

description that was offered in a drop-down menu (listed in Appendix D).  A review of 65,515 

offenses listed in the 47,770 incident reports yielded that other or unknown was used over 3% of 

the time instead of specific location descriptions.  This is displayed in Figure 5. 

The QSR also examined reports for writing mechanics and inaccurate references in 

addition to geocoding errors (see Appendix C for examples of errors).  The number of reports 
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that the QSR identified as incorrect reports, 481, yielded 577 errors. Almost 82% of the reports 

in that pool had one error; 1.7% exhibited 3 errors (see Table 3).  Over 57% of the errors were 

related to writing mechanics, 34.49% to geocoding error and approximately 8% had inaccurate 

references (Table 4).  

Completeness characteristic. 

The completeness characteristic for this study was explored in simple terms; data from 

the state-level server and local RMS was examined for fields missing entries in relatively 

obvious categories.  Fields that were found to be blank are shown in Figure 6.  These included 

missing beats and addresses, as found in the accuracy examination, along with offense times and 

the time the report was completed.  Over 14,000 records were missing the time the report was 

completed. 

Timeliness characteristic. 

An examination of over 41,000 records found that on average, a police report takes 

approximately 66 hours to process (see Table 5) into the RMS when it becomes available. 

Approximately 2.8% percent of the reports were available after 2 weeks.  These delinquent 

reports skew the descriptive statistics for the entire sample pool and deserve unique attention due 

to the lag time of the reports.  Figure 7, a histogram for the data, shows that the lag times vary 

dramatically through the x axis, where one would typically expect to see a gradual and even 

decline downward.  The 336 to the right depicts the relevance of the 2.8% of the delinquent 

reports. 

Group A: Reports available in 14 days or fewer. (See Tables 7 and 8; Figure 8) 

o On average, a report in this group took 32 hours to process into the RMS after the 

report was completed. 
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o Approximately 36.3% of the reports were available in the RMS in 6 hours or less. 

o Approximately 18.1% of the reports were available in the RMS in 7 to 12 hours. 

o The frequency distribution varied as depicted in Figure 8. The intervals along the 

x axis were uneven where a smooth descending curve would be expected. 

Group B: Reports available in 15 days or more. (See Tables 9 and 10; Figure 9) 

o On average, a report in this group took 55 days to process in to the RMS after the 

report was completed. 

o Approximately 36% of the reports were available in the RMS in 15 to 22 days. 

o Approximately 15.9% of the reports were available in the RMS in 23 to 30 days. 

o Some reports were not available in the RMS for over a year. 

o The descending curve along the x axis was smoother than Group A as depicted in 

Figure 9. 

Research Question 2 

 This study also asked whether or not a single level review by a police supervisor was 

effective in improving quality in police incident reports.  As this study verified that measurable 

quality characteristics existed by analyzing raw incident report data, the study simultaneously 

addressed the second research question. The data analysis above identified several errors in the 

reports with varying frequencies.  Every report reviewed had been approved in the field by a 

supervisor, which brings the effectiveness of the single-level review into question. 

 The argument for a second level of review was bolstered by the results of the analysis of 

the number of geocoding errors occurring over a 24 month period in the sample data.  The scatter 

diagram found in Figure 10 shows a downward trend line for geocoding errors over time, but a 

sharp decline occurred during the QSR as the sergeant provided feedback to reporting officers 
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advising them of the errors.  After the QSR ended and the feedback stopped, the errors started to 

trend sharply upward. 

 The analysis results found that a single-level review of reports is not effective in 

improving quality in reporting and providing feedback to officers is effective in reducing errors. 

Summary 

Chapter Four presented the data collected for this research. Referring to this study’s 

research questions, this chapter has presented descriptive statistics and frequency distributions as 

shown in the figures and tables that follow in this study.  Chapter Five will conclude all findings, 

conclusions, and implications that this chapter did not detail. 
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

Introduction 

 The previous four chapters of this study stated the reasons for the study, the type of data 

used for the study, and the framework with which the study took place.  The results of the data 

analysis were summarized and reported, directing the reader to supporting tables, figures, and 

appendices in order to convey the results as clearly as possible.  Chapter Five summarizes the 

study and offer its findings, conclusions, implications, and recommendations for future research. 

Study Synopsis 

 This study posed two important questions related to the quality of police incident report 

data.  Both questions were asked as part of a greater interest in improving report quality through 

the development of quality control and assurance systems at the local agency level where the raw 

data is collected.  The case for improving quality at the local agency level is well stated; the 

literature review for this study found that the need is known, but little work has been published 

on the topic. The research questions posed here were intentionally simple.  Quality cannot be 

improved upon until it is defined in measurable terms, and methods of quality review are 

identified.  Before something can be repaired, one must know what is broken.  In order to start a 

meaningful discussion with regard to advancing incident report quality, these fundamentals must 

be explored, identified, and tested. 

 The first research question asked if measurable quality characteristics could be identified.  

Researching the topic yielded possible characteristics, and sample data was successfully 

measured against the characteristics.  The characteristics of accuracy, completeness, and 

timeliness, were found to be measurable quantitatively and qualitatively.  The fact that errors 
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were found in the sample data, and the frequency of the errors was documented, supported the 

argument that the characteristics are valid. 

 The second research question challenged the effectiveness of a single-level of report 

review typically completed by a supervisor in police agencies. The literature review presented 

supporting arguments that the effectiveness of the single-level review is questionable.  The 

disparity in the capability and motivation of supervisors presents serious challenges with regard 

to their effectiveness as part of the quality control and assurance process.  This study 

simultaneously answered the second question while analyzing the data for the first; the fact that 

all of the sample data was comprised of incident report data that had been reviewed and 

approved by a supervisor revealed that the single-level review in this case was ineffective.  The 

errors noted in the technical, quantitative review were easily recognizable. When the personal, 

hands-on, qualitative second-level review (QSR) was conducted, it was determined that many 

more fundamental errors went unnoticed by the supervisors.  The final evidence supporting a 

second-level review was the effectiveness of the simple intervention of utilizing feedback that 

the QSR delivered. 

Findings and Conclusions 

 The analysis performed on the sample data for this study validated the usefulness of the 

proposed quality characteristics of police incident reporting, as well as the need for a second-

level of review for quality that provides feedback. 

Research question 1. 

 Testing the proposed quality characteristics of accuracy, completeness, and timeliness led 

to the following findings. 
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 A test of the accuracy characteristic was successfully performed by conducting a 

quantitative analysis of the sample incident data for geocoding errors.  The results revealed that 

nearly 20% of the records contained geocoding errors that would prevent accurate identification 

of the incident location whether by address or predefined geographical area.  This is a substantial 

error as incorrect locations prove difficult to locate physically and will not map accurately.  

Additional geocoding errors were identified when officers used generalized location type 

descriptions such as Other or Unknown when very specific descriptions were available at the 

time the report was taken.  Farnstrom (2013) similarly found that codes such as Other may be 

overused.  The QSR found additional geocoding errors, including wrong addresses and wrong 

beat numbers, in lieu of the formatting errors that the quantitative technical review located. 

 The test of the completeness characteristic showed several reports were submitted with 

important data fields left completely blank.  The largest error found was in the field that records 

the time the report was completed, which led to over 14,000 records being set aside, unusable for 

measurement during the evaluation of the timeliness characteristic. This demonstrated one of the 

negative consequences associated with incomplete reporting. 

 The final characteristic tested, Timeliness, yielded results showing the processing time of 

incident reports, from the time the report was completed through the time it was available in the 

local RMS, took longer than should reasonably be expected. 

 All reports can be assessed for accuracy, completeness, and timeliness.  The detail to 

which each characteristic can be explored is limited only by interest, need, resources, and 

technical know-how.  This knowledge sets the foundation for building quality assurance and 

control processes in the industry.  Measurability sets the stage for statistical scrutiny for the 

purpose of determining which efforts and interventions are effective and those that are not.  The 
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three characteristics of accuracy, completeness, and timeliness proposed for this study were 

effectively measured for specific details.  

Research question 2. 

 The single-level review was found to be ineffective for advancing quality in reporting.  

Despite the fact that each report had been approved by a supervisor, many errors were noted.  

This finding supports the need for a second-review.  While the QSR was in place and the 

reviewing supervisor was coaching the reporting officers with feedback geocoding errors 

dropped sharply below predictions and trended up sharply after the QSR ended. 

 The single-level review was oblivious to processing time-lags, and could be the system 

constraint (supervisors who did not reviewing reports in a timely fashion) that caused the time-

lags.  Unchecked and unmeasured, the processing time is not subject to control, and the 

reviewing supervisor’s role as a possible system constraint went unnoticed. 

 This study concludes that the research questions posed by this study were successfully 

answered.  The data analysis supported assertions found in the literature review and prior studies 

that there is a need for quality improvement in police incident reporting and there are measurable 

characteristics for quality. This study also concludes that a second-level of review that provides 

feedback is preferred over a single-level review of reports. 

Recommendations and Implications for Practice 

 The findings of this study offer a valuable contribution to discussions that revolve around 

police incident report data and in turn UCR and NIBRS crime reporting data.  The identification 

and validation of quality characteristics, as well as supporting the proposition that a second-level 

review process is preferred over a single-level review, are fundamental considerations for 

developing quality assurance and control systems at the local police agency level.  The sampling 
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and analysis methods that this study employed were used to determine the measurability of the 

quality characteristics that were proposed by the study.  Quality assurance and control systems 

that agencies put in place as a second-level review will likely expand on the specific elements 

assessed for each quality characteristic based on particular goals for improvement, available 

resources, and available technology. 

Ideally, a quality assurance and control system will: 

• be a formalized function in the agency; 

• consist of trained, experienced and motivated personnel; 

• oversee quality from a global perspective; 

•  possess the authority as the process owner to monitor report quality, provide feedback, 

track officer and supervisor performance, initiate interventions and measure system 

performance; 

• maintain measurable goals and objectives; 

• maintain the flexibility to adapt to changing personnel cultures and demands, as well as 

emerging technologies; and, 

• remain a process of ongoing improvement. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

 This study has offers useful information for improving quality in police reporting, 

however, for every question answered in this study, many more can be asked.  This is fortunate, 

because complex issues deserve continued exploration, and research demands scrutiny in order 

to stand on its own.  Active and vigorous discussion is essential in developing protocols and 

practices for this task.  Recommendations for future research and study include: 
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1. Expound on the relationship between the significant decreases in geocoding errors that 

occurred during the QSR.  Was the decrease due to improving skills?  The knowledge 

that the reports were being scrutinized? Both? 

2. Explore the relationship between the experience (years of employment, specialized 

assignments, specialized training, etc.) of the reporting officer and the types and 

frequencies of errors. 

3. Explore the same relationship for the reviewing supervisor focusing on the ability of the 

supervisor to identify errors in reports. 

4. Explore the effectiveness of the single-level review process across many agencies.  Is the 

single-level review process effective for some?  What factors lead to this success and can 

those factors be applied to processes in agencies where the single-level review is not 

effective? 

5. Explore relationships between the size of police agencies and the identification of errors 

in reporting. 

6. Research the sub-categorization of the accuracy, completeness, and timeliness 

characteristics used in this study in an effort to move toward a standardized list of report 

quality criteria. 

7. Research the effectiveness of newly implemented quality and assurance programs that 

use a second-level review process . 

8. Analyze the report processing lag-time issue from a perspective that entertains the Theory 

of Constraints (ToC) using Goldratt's five focusing steps to identify issues and apply 

interventions.  
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9. Research the roles that technology and human behavior play in the quality of incident 

reporting and the timeliness characteristics of reporting. 

10. Research quality deficiencies in other police records such as dispatch activity records, 

collision reporting, and citations.  Similarities may lead to holistic approaches to 

improvement. 

11. Research the feasibility of applying known quality control approaches to police incident 

reporting.  Examples could include Statistical Quality Control (SQC), Total Quality 

Control (TQC), Statistical Process Control (SPC), Total Quality Management (TQM), or 

Six Sigma. 

 Continuing research in this field will provide more information to advance the quality of 

police incident reporting.  Police administrators who are interested in moving reporting data to a 

more confident level, and accessing the data quickly, will benefit from growing research and 

developing systems based on the information the research yields. 
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Figure 1.  Simple Incident Report Flow / UCR Summary Era 

Simple Incident Report Flow / UCR Summary Era 

Note:  During the participating agency’s UCR Summary era, reporters and reviewers submitted reports to a local 
server, and a UCR analyst informally acted as a second-level reviewer. 
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Figure 2.  Simple Incident Report Flow / NIBRS Era 

Simple Incident Report Flow / NIBRS Era 

Note:  After the participating agency moved from UCR to NIBRS reporting, reporters and reviewers submitted 
reports to a state-level server.  The UCR analyst position was retired since the state calculates the NIBRS data.  This 
in turn removed the informal second-level review previously in place (in gray above). 
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Figure 3.  Geocoding Errors Found During the Technical Review 

Geocoding Errors Found During the Technical Review 

 
Note:  Errors in Figure 3 were noted in a pool of 47,770 reports. 
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Figure 4.  Geocoding Errors Found During the QSR 

Geocoding Errors Found During the QSR 

 
Note: Errors in Figure 4 were noted in a pool of 481 reports. 
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Figure 5.  Location Type Description Errors 

Location Type Description Errors 
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Figure 6.  Blank Data Fields 

Blank Data Fields 

 
Note:  The 14, 668 entries missing from the Time Reported field caused those reports to be excluded from the test 
of the timeliness characteristic during this study.  These errors were noted from a pool of 47,770 reports. 
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Figure 7.  Histogram for Processing Lag-Time of All Records 

Histogram for Processing Lag-Time of All Records 
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Figure 8.  Histogram for Group A Processing Lag-Time 

Histogram for Group A Processing Lag-Time 
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Figure 9.  Histogram for Group B Processing Lag-Time 

Histogram for Group B Processing Lag-Time 
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Figure 10.  Scatter Plot for Geocoding Errors and the Study Time Period 

Scatter Plot for Geocoding Errors and the Study Time Period 

 

 
Note:  The shaded rectangle highlights the period that the QSR took place and shows a dramatic reduction in 
errors during the period with an upward trend when the QSR ceased.  This supports the theory that interventions 
made as part of a second level of review will advance the quality of incident reports. 
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Table 1.  Descriptive Characteristics of Sample Data / Types of Incident Reports 

Descriptive Characteristics of Sample Data / Types of Incident Reports 

Report Type   Frequency   Percent     
NIBRS 

 
29,255 

 
61.2% 

  Other   21,502   45.0%     
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Table 2.  Descriptive Characteristics of Sample Data / Part 1 Offense Breakdown 

Descriptive Characteristics of Sample Data / Part 1 Offense Breakdown 

Part I Crime   Frequency   Percent     
Murders: 

 
36 

 
0.1% 

  Rapes: 
 

213 
 

0.4% 
  Robberies: 

 
1,155 

 
2.4% 

  Assaults: 
 

806 
 

1.7% 
  Burglaries: 

 
5,526 

 
11.6% 

  Larceny: 
 

19,534 
 

40.9% 
  Auto Thefts: 

 
1,878 

 
3.9% 

  Arson:   107   0.2%     
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Table 3.  Number of Errors per Report Found During the QSR 

Number of Errors per Report Found During the QSR 

Error Count per Report   Frequency Percent 
Reports with 1 Error 

 
394 

 
81.91% 

Reports with 2 Errors 
 

79 
 

16.42% 
Reports with 3 Errors 

 
8 

 
1.66% 

                  Total   481   100.00% 
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Table 4.  Types of Errors Identified During the QSR 

Types of Errors Identified During the QSR 

Types of Errors   Frequency Percent 
Writing Mechanics 

 
332 

 
57.54% 

Geocoding Errors 
 

199 
 

34.49% 
Inaccurate References 

 
46 

 
7.97% 

Total   577   100.00% 
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Table 5.  Descriptive Statistics for All Processing Time Data Examined 

Descriptive Statistics for All Processing Time Data Examined 

Processing Lag (Hours) 2012 and 2013 

   Mean 66.33136898 
 Standard Error 1.601750874 
 Median 10 
 Mode 4 
 Standard Deviation 325.2579864 
 Sample Variance 105792.7577 
 Kurtosis 305.7544841 
 Skewness 15.31741509 
 Range 10416 
 Minimum 1 
 Maximum 10417 
 Sum 2735174 
 Count 41234   
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Table 6.  All Records – Processing Time Frequency Distribution in Hours – Quantitative  

All Records – Processing Time Frequency Distribution in Hours – Quantitative 

 

          (continued) 

 

 

Interval cumulative
  lower  upper midpoint width  frequency percent     frequency percent

6 < 12 9 6 14573   35.3   14573   35.3   
12 < 18 15 6 7272   17.6   21845   53.0   
18 < 24 21 6 1455   3.5   23300   56.5   
24 < 30 27 6 3284   8.0   26584   64.5   
30 < 36 33 6 3538   8.6   30122   73.1   
36 < 42 39 6 1258   3.1   31380   76.1   
42 < 48 45 6 507   1.2   31887   77.3   
48 < 54 51 6 870   2.1   32757   79.4   
54 < 60 57 6 934   2.3   33691   81.7   
60 < 66 63 6 434   1.1   34125   82.8   
66 < 72 69 6 245   0.6   34370   83.4   
72 < 78 75 6 442   1.1   34812   84.4   
78 < 84 81 6 412   1.0   35224   85.4   
84 < 90 87 6 207   0.5   35431   85.9   
90 < 96 93 6 163   0.4   35594   86.3   
96 < 102 99 6 529   1.3   36123   87.6   

102 < 108 105 6 556   1.3   36679   89.0   
108 < 114 111 6 213   0.5   36892   89.5   
114 < 120 117 6 110   0.3   37002   89.7   
120 < 126 123 6 302   0.7   37304   90.5   
126 < 132 129 6 371   0.9   37675   91.4   
132 < 138 135 6 163   0.4   37838   91.8   
138 < 144 141 6 62   0.2   37900   91.9   
144 < 150 147 6 223   0.5   38123   92.5   
150 < 156 153 6 291   0.7   38414   93.2   
156 < 162 159 6 123   0.3   38537   93.5   
162 < 168 165 6 61   0.1   38598   93.6   
168 < 174 171 6 159   0.4   38757   94.0   
174 < 180 177 6 205   0.5   38962   94.5   
180 < 186 183 6 106   0.3   39068   94.7   
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Table 6 

All Records – Processing Time Frequency Distribution in Hours – Quantitative (continued)   

 

 

  

Interval cumulative
  lower  upper midpoint width  frequency percent     frequency percent

186 < 192 189 6 40   0.1   39108   94.8   
192 < 198 195 6 81   0.2   39189   95.0   
198 < 204 201 6 129   0.3   39318   95.4   
204 < 210 207 6 59   0.1   39377   95.5   
210 < 216 213 6 29   0.1   39406   95.6   
216 < 222 219 6 49   0.1   39455   95.7   
222 < 228 225 6 58   0.1   39513   95.8   
228 < 234 231 6 36   0.1   39549   95.9   
234 < 240 237 6 19   0.0   39568   96.0   
240 < 246 243 6 36   0.1   39604   96.0   
246 < 252 249 6 43   0.1   39647   96.2   
252 < 258 255 6 20   0.0   39667   96.2   
258 < 264 261 6 24   0.1   39691   96.3   
264 < 270 267 6 45   0.1   39736   96.4   
270 < 276 273 6 52   0.1   39788   96.5   
276 < 282 279 6 20   0.0   39808   96.5   
282 < 288 285 6 25   0.1   39833   96.6   
288 < 294 291 6 44   0.1   39877   96.7   
294 < 300 297 6 40   0.1   39917   96.8   
300 < 306 303 6 28   0.1   39945   96.9   
306 < 312 309 6 20   0.0   39965   96.9   
312 < 318 315 6 36   0.1   40001   97.0   
318 < 324 321 6 48   0.1   40049   97.1   
324 < 330 327 6 23   0.1   40072   97.2   
330 < 336 333 6 14   0.0   40086   97.2   
336 < 1148   2.8   41234   100.0   

41234   100.0   
Al l  Reports  in Excess  of 14 Days
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Table 7.  Group A - Descriptive Statistics for Processing Time 

Group A  - Descriptive Statistics for Processing Time 

  

Group A Processing Lag (Hours) 
count 40109 
mean 31.93 
sample variance 2,523.79 
sample standard deviation 50.24 
minimum 1 
maximum 336 
range 335 

standard error of the mean 0.25 

1st quartile 5.00 
median 9.00 
3rd quartile 30.00 
interquartile range 25.00 
mode 4.00 

low extremes 0 
low outliers 0 
high outliers 2398 
high extremes 3278 
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Table 8.  Group A – Processing Time Frequency Distribution in Hours – Quantitative 

Group A – Processing Time Frequency Distribution in Hours – Quantitative 

 

(continued) 

 

 

cumulative
  lower  upper midpoint width  frequency percent     frequency percent

1 < 7 4 6 14573   36.3   14573   36.3   
7 < 13 10 6 7272   18.1   21845   54.5   

13 < 19 16 6 1455   3.6   23300   58.1   
19 < 25 22 6 3284   8.2   26584   66.3   
25 < 31 28 6 3538   8.8   30122   75.1   
31 < 37 34 6 1258   3.1   31380   78.2   
37 < 43 40 6 507   1.3   31887   79.5   
43 < 49 46 6 870   2.2   32757   81.7   
49 < 55 52 6 934   2.3   33691   84.0   
55 < 61 58 6 434   1.1   34125   85.1   
61 < 67 64 6 245   0.6   34370   85.7   
67 < 73 70 6 442   1.1   34812   86.8   
73 < 79 76 6 412   1.0   35224   87.8   
79 < 85 82 6 207   0.5   35431   88.3   
85 < 91 88 6 163   0.4   35594   88.7   
91 < 97 94 6 529   1.3   36123   90.1   
97 < 103 100 6 556   1.4   36679   91.4   

103 < 109 106 6 213   0.5   36892   92.0   
109 < 115 112 6 110   0.3   37002   92.3   
115 < 121 118 6 302   0.8   37304   93.0   
121 < 127 124 6 371   0.9   37675   93.9   
127 < 133 130 6 163   0.4   37838   94.3   
133 < 139 136 6 62   0.2   37900   94.5   
139 < 145 142 6 223   0.6   38123   95.0   
145 < 151 148 6 291   0.7   38414   95.8   
151 < 157 154 6 123   0.3   38537   96.1   
157 < 163 160 6 61   0.2   38598   96.2   
163 < 169 166 6 159   0.4   38757   96.6   
169 < 175 172 6 205   0.5   38962   97.1   
175 < 181 178 6 106   0.3   39068   97.4   
181 < 187 184 6 40   0.1   39108   97.5   

Processing Lag (Hours)
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Table 8 

Group A – Processing Time Frequency Distribution in Hours – Quantitative (continued) 

 

 
 

  

cumulative
  lower  upper midpoint width  frequency percent     frequency percent

Processing Lag (Hours)

187 < 193 190 6 81   0.2   39189   97.7   
193 < 199 196 6 129   0.3   39318   98.0   
199 < 205 202 6 59   0.1   39377   98.2   
205 < 211 208 6 29   0.1   39406   98.2   
211 < 217 214 6 49   0.1   39455   98.4   
217 < 223 220 6 58   0.1   39513   98.5   
223 < 229 226 6 36   0.1   39549   98.6   
229 < 235 232 6 19   0.0   39568   98.7   
235 < 241 238 6 36   0.1   39604   98.7   
241 < 247 244 6 43   0.1   39647   98.8   
247 < 253 250 6 20   0.0   39667   98.9   
253 < 259 256 6 24   0.1   39691   99.0   
259 < 265 262 6 45   0.1   39736   99.1   
265 < 271 268 6 52   0.1   39788   99.2   
271 < 277 274 6 20   0.0   39808   99.2   
277 < 283 280 6 25   0.1   39833   99.3   
283 < 289 286 6 44   0.1   39877   99.4   
289 < 295 292 6 40   0.1   39917   99.5   
295 < 301 298 6 28   0.1   39945   99.6   
301 < 307 304 6 20   0.0   39965   99.6   
307 < 313 310 6 36   0.1   40001   99.7   
313 < 319 316 6 48   0.1   40049   99.9   
319 < 325 322 6 23   0.1   40072   99.9   
325 < 331 328 6 14   0.0   40086   99.9   
331 < 337 334 6 23   0.1   40109   100.0   

40109   100.0   
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Table 9.  Group B - Descriptive Statistics for Processing Time 

Group B - Descriptive Statistics for Processing Time 

 

  

Group B Processing Lag (Days) 
count 1084 
mean 55.39 
sample variance 3,978.67 
sample standard deviation 63.08 
minimum 15 
maximum 434 
range 419 

standard error of the mean 1.92 

1st quartile 20.00 
median 29.00 
3rd quartile 61.00 
interquartile range 41.00 
mode 15.00 

low extremes 0 
low outliers 0 
high outliers 77 
high extremes 56 
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Table 10. Group B – Processing Time Frequency Distribution in Days – Quantitative 

Group B – Processing Time Frequency Distribution in Days – Quantitative 

 

(continued) 

cumulative
  lower  upper midpoint width  frequency percent     frequency percent

15.0 < 23.0 19.0 8.0 389   35.9   389   35.9   
23.0 < 31.0 27.0 8.0 172   15.9   561   51.8   
31.0 < 39.0 35.0 8.0 99   9.1   660   60.9   
39.0 < 47.0 43.0 8.0 81   7.5   741   68.4   
47.0 < 55.0 51.0 8.0 42   3.9   783   72.2   
55.0 < 63.0 59.0 8.0 37   3.4   820   75.6   
63.0 < 71.0 67.0 8.0 38   3.5   858   79.2   
71.0 < 79.0 75.0 8.0 24   2.2   882   81.4   
79.0 < 87.0 83.0 8.0 19   1.8   901   83.1   
87.0 < 95.0 91.0 8.0 16   1.5   917   84.6   
95.0 < 103.0 99.0 8.0 9   0.8   926   85.4   

103.0 < 111.0 107.0 8.0 10   0.9   936   86.3   
111.0 < 119.0 115.0 8.0 12   1.1   948   87.5   
119.0 < 127.0 123.0 8.0 7   0.6   955   88.1   
127.0 < 135.0 131.0 8.0 8   0.7   963   88.8   
135.0 < 143.0 139.0 8.0 16   1.5   979   90.3   
143.0 < 151.0 147.0 8.0 11   1.0   990   91.3   
151.0 < 159.0 155.0 8.0 6   0.6   996   91.9   
159.0 < 167.0 163.0 8.0 9   0.8   1005   92.7   
167.0 < 175.0 171.0 8.0 10   0.9   1015   93.6   
175.0 < 183.0 179.0 8.0 7   0.6   1022   94.3   
183.0 < 191.0 187.0 8.0 10   0.9   1032   95.2   
191.0 < 199.0 195.0 8.0 4   0.4   1036   95.6   
199.0 < 207.0 203.0 8.0 8   0.7   1044   96.3   
207.0 < 215.0 211.0 8.0 4   0.4   1048   96.7   
215.0 < 223.0 219.0 8.0 3   0.3   1051   97.0   
223.0 < 231.0 227.0 8.0 8   0.7   1059   97.7   
231.0 < 239.0 235.0 8.0 1   0.1   1060   97.8   
239.0 < 247.0 243.0 8.0 2   0.2   1062   98.0   
247.0 < 255.0 251.0 8.0 0   0.0   1062   98.0   
255.0 < 263.0 259.0 8.0 0   0.0   1062   98.0   
263.0 < 271.0 267.0 8.0 2   0.2   1064   98.2   
271.0 < 279.0 275.0 8.0 0   0.0   1064   98.2   
279.0 < 287.0 283.0 8.0 1   0.1   1065   98.2   
287.0 < 295.0 291.0 8.0 0   0.0   1065   98.2   

Processing Lag (Days)
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Table 10 

Group B – Processing Time Frequency Distribution in Days – Quantitative (continued) 

 

 
 

  

cumulative
  lower  upper midpoint width  frequency percent     frequency percent

Processing Lag (Days)

295.0 < 303.0 299.0 8.0 1   0.1   1066   98.3   
303.0 < 311.0 307.0 8.0 1   0.1   1067   98.4   
311.0 < 319.0 315.0 8.0 0   0.0   1067   98.4   
319.0 < 327.0 323.0 8.0 4   0.4   1071   98.8   
327.0 < 335.0 331.0 8.0 0   0.0   1071   98.8   
335.0 < 343.0 339.0 8.0 3   0.3   1074   99.1   
343.0 < 351.0 347.0 8.0 2   0.2   1076   99.3   
351.0 < 359.0 355.0 8.0 1   0.1   1077   99.4   
359.0 < 367.0 363.0 8.0 2   0.2   1079   99.5   
367.0 < 375.0 371.0 8.0 0   0.0   1079   99.5   
375.0 < 383.0 379.0 8.0 1   0.1   1080   99.6   
383.0 < 391.0 387.0 8.0 2   0.2   1082   99.8   
391.0 < 399.0 395.0 8.0 0   0.0   1082   99.8   
399.0 < 407.0 403.0 8.0 0   0.0   1082   99.8   
407.0 < 415.0 411.0 8.0 1   0.1   1083   99.9   
415.0 < 423.0 419.0 8.0 0   0.0   1083   99.9   
423.0 < 431.0 427.0 8.0 0   0.0   1083   99.9   
431.0 < 439.0 435.0 8.0 1   0.1   1084   100.0   

1084   100.0   
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Appendix A 

Qualitative Sergeant Review (QSR) Lists of Errors 

Inaccurate References 
Missing details 
Incorrect information (minor) 
Unclear identification of involved parties 
Case status does not match narrative described 
Incorrect gender identification 
Preliminary investigation not complete 
Incorrect case number 
Incorrect relationships between case subjects 
Incorrect or confusing identification of case subjects 
Incorrect offense selected 
Appropriate offenses not listed 
Reporting officer name missing or incomplete 

 Writing Mechanics 
Spelling 
Improper tense 
Improper references to numbers 
Improper pronouns 
Excessive use of 'that' 
Use of plural descriptions 
Improper punctuation 
Subject/Verb agreement 
Use of idioms 
Sentence structure 
Use of paragraphs 
Use of informal voice 
Improper use of symbols 
Use of abbreviations or acronyms 

 Geocoding Errors 
Missing beats 
Incorrect beat formatting 
Inaccurate beats 
Inaccurate addresses 
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Appendix B 

Qualitative Sergeant Review (QSR) Sample Correction Email 

 

Inaccurate References 

Writing Mechanics 

Geocoding Error 
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Appendix C 

Consent to Conduct Research from Participating Agency 

 

 



IMPROVING POLICE INCIDENT REPORTING      79 

 
Appendix D 

Research Ethics Review Board (RERB) Approval 
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Appendix E 

Correct Beats Names and Incorrect Beat Names Found in Study 

Correct Beat Names 
      11A 21A 31A 
      11B 21B 31B 
      12A 22A 32A 
      12B 22B 32B 
      13A 23A 33A 
      13B 23B 33B 
      14A 24A 34A 
      14B 24B 34B 
      

         
         Incorrect Beat Names Found in Data           
0 121B 134B 212A 2-2A 26A 321B 333B 4A 
02 121D 1-3A 212B 22B 2A 322A 334A 4B 
1 122A 13AA 213A 22BJ 2A4 322B 334B C 
10A 122B 1-3B 213B 22C 2B 322C 334C CENR 
11 122D 13B12 213BB 23 2E 322D 3-3A CENT 
111 123 B 13C 214A 231A 3 323A 33C CENTR 
111A 123A 13D 214B 231B 31 323B 34 EASE 
111B 123B 14 214C 232A 311A 324A 341 EAST 
111C 123C 14208 2-1A 232B 311B 324B 3-4A EAST[ 
112A 124A 1-4A 21C 232C 312A 324C 34AM EEB 
112B 124B 1-4B 22 233A 312B 324D 34B07 W 
113A 1-2A 14C 221 233B 312C 3-2A 34C WES 
1-13A 1-2B 1A 221A 233C 313A 32B. 36 WEST 
113B 12C 1-A 221B 234A 313B 32C 3A 

 114A 12D 1B 222A 234B 314A 32Z 3B 
 114B 13 1-C 222B 2-3A 314B 33 4 
 114C 131B 2 223A 23C 314C 331 40503 
 1-1A 132A 21 223B 24 31623 331A 40505 
 11A`` 132B 211 224 241 31C 331B 40509 
 1-1B 133A 211A 224A 2-4A 32 331C 40513 
 11BA 133B 211B 224B 2-4B 321 332A 40514 
 12 134 211C 228 24N 321A 332B 42B 
 121A 134A 212 22A 254B 321A2 333A 43B   

 

 



IMPROVING POLICE INCIDENT REPORTING      81 

 
Appendix F 

Location Description Codes 

Location Description List     
ABANDONED/CONDEMNED STRUCTURE 

 
GROCERY/SUPERMARKET 

AIR/BUS/TRAIN TERMINAL 
 

HIGHWAY/ROAD/ALLEY (INCLUDES STREET) 
AMUSEMENT PARK 

 
HOTEL/MOTEL/ETC. 

ARENA/STADIUM/FAIRGROUNDS/COLISEUM 
 

INDUSTRIAL SITE 
ATM SEPARATE FROM BANK 

 
JAIL/PRISON (INCLUDES PENITENTIARY) 

AUTO DEALERSHIP NEW/USED 
 

LAKE/WATERWAY 
BANK/SAVINGS AND LOAN 

 
LIQUOR STORE 

BAR/NIGHTCLUB 
 

OTHER/UNKNOWN 
CAMP/CAMPGROUND 

 
PARK/PLAYGROUND 

CHURCH/SYNAGOGUE/TEMPLE 
 

PARKING LOT/GARAGE 
COMMERCIAL/OFFICE BUILDING 

 
RENTAL STORAGE FACILITY 

CONSTRUCTION SITE 
 

RESIDENCE/HOME 
CONVENIENCE STORE 

 
REST AREA 

DAYCARE FACILITY 
 

RESTAURANT (INCLUDES CAFETERIA) 
DEPARTMENT/DISCOUNT STORE 

 
SCHOOL–COLLEGE/UNIVERSITY 

DOCK/WHARF/FREIGHT/MODAL TERMINAL 
 

SCHOOL–ELEMENTARY/SECONDARY 
DRUG STORE/DOCTOR’S OFFICE/HOSPITAL 

 
SERVICE/GAS STATION 

FARM FACILITY 
 

SHELTER–MISSION/HOMELESS 
FIELD/WOODS 

 
SHOPPING MALL 

GAMBLING FACILITY/CASINO/RACE TRACK 
 

SPECIALTY STORE 
GOVERNMENT/PUBLIC BUILDING     
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