York Index of Public Safety

A measure of public safety has been developed that weights crime volumes by the relative costs of the various offence types included.  The York Index of Public Safety, or ‘YIPS’, relies explicitly on a weighting of offence types by their relative costs: Bowles & Poletti Lau (2003).  Low cost offences are given a low weight and high cost offences a proportionately higher weight.  By ensuring that the set of weights across all offences sums to unity the YIPS measure reflects reliably the aggregate costs of crime in an area.  Areas with a higher public safety score experience lower aggregate crime costs per capita, and vice versa.     

The YIPS measure treats safety (or security) as the ‘opposite’ of risk. Denoting the probability of an offence of type j by pj the probability of remaining safe or secure from that offence is (1-pj). The costs to victims of different offence types are an appropriate weight to apply when aggregating across offence types. Denoting the cost to a victim of an offence of type j by vj allows us to summarise the measure, Y, as:
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The victim cost weights vj are constrained to sum to unity. We assume also that the probability of an offence occurring cannot exceed unity even though, in principle, the possibility of multiple victimisation of a household within a single time interval may have the effect of causing the offences/households ratio to exceed unity. That is to say that we are using an indicator of the prevalence of crime as distinct from a measure of the incidence of crime: Tseloni et al (2002).

The York Index of Public Safety given by Y in (1) can be compared with the more conventional ‘crime rate’ measure as follows. If xj offences of type j occur in an area with a population of n individuals belonging to h households
, then the ‘crime rate’, C, is given as:
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whilst the York Index gives:

	
[image: image3.wmf]å

ú

ú

û

ù

ê

ê

ë

é

÷

÷

ø

ö

ç

ç

è

æ

-

=

j

j

j

v

h

x

Y

1


	(3)


Given that we have imposed the conditions that:
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it follows trivially that our index Y has the required property that: 
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By multiplying YIPS by 100 the public safety measure can be expressed in index format.  This facilitates comparison of safety levels across time and space.  An application of the methodology is illustrated for police force areas in England and Wales for the year 2002-03 in Table A1 below.  The areas with the highest YIPS score are the safest.  The measure is based on six principal offence types. For purposes of comparison it also gives the ‘unadjusted’ crime rate expressed in a more conventional format as the total number of offences per one thousand members of the area’s population. 

A comparison of the final two columns in the Table indicates clearly the rather different rankings of the areas depending on whether a volume-based or a value-based measure is used.  The significance of the rankings being different is potentially great.  When considering which areas to prioritise in funding formulae or as pilot sites for the implementation of crime reduction projects, the rankings are likely to play an important part.      

This kind of methodology could be applied in many other ways.  It could be used, for example, to make international comparisons for countries that had the requisite data on victimisation rates and costs of crime.  The relative costs of crime vary across countries.  For example, variations in the kinds of violence experienced by victims (eg the proportion of victims of violence who are killed, or suffer severe injuries) may change the average cost of violence relative to other types of offence.  Differences in per capita income, or the distribution of income, may influence the average amount lost in burglaries or theft.  Such variations would be reflected in the set of weights applied to different offence types when compiling a public safety index.  But the results would be comparable provided that the relative cost estimates were reasonable.

� In practice, published crime rates usually give the ratio of the number of offences to the population rather than the number of offences to the number of households. Our assumption is that the effects of a crime will normally be shared by members of a household, and it is therefore appropriate to look at ‘victimization’ from a household rather than an individual perspective.
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